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CHAPTER 1

A dialogical approach to the acquisition and
usage of referring expressions

Theoretical challenges and methodological issues

Anne Salazar Orvig!, Geneviéve de Weck?, Rouba Hassan® &
Annie Rialland*

ICLESTHIA Université Sorbonne Nouvelle — Paris3

Institut des Sciences Logopédiques, Université de Neuchatel

3Centre interuniversitaire de recherches en éducation de Lille, Université de Lille

“Laboratoire de Phonétique et Phonologie, CNRS & Université Sorbonne
Nouvelle - Paris 3

This chapter gives a general overview of the dialogical, theoretical, and
methodological framework of the studies presented in the book, and the
implications of that framework for understanding the acquisition of referring
expressions and children’s early skills in this domain. Section 1 considers the
formal aspects of children’s acquisition of the relevant morphological paradigms
(mainly pronouns, and including fillers) in relation to certain aspects of syntactic
development. Section 2 is devoted to studies on reference and referential
strategies in children. After dealing with some discrepant results, we focus on the
dialogical foundation of reference. As a whole, the chapter builds up a rationale
for a multidimensional approach, considering the interaction of formal and
functional factors in the acquisition of referring expressions, and, more generally,
the way meaning is constructed in socially situated interactions driven by
activities and scaffolded by adults. Section 3 presents the methodological choices
this approach entails. Section 4 introduces the issues tackled by the nine studies
presented in the book.

Keywords: dialogical approach, reference, referring expressions, activities,
dialogue, social settings, scaffolding, morphological and syntactic development

The acquisition of reference and referring expressions is a challenging issue for
developmental studies because it simultaneously involves both the formal and

https://doi.org/10.1075/tilar.28.010rv
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functional aspects of language acquisition. On the one side, the acquisition of refer-
ring expressions corresponds to the construction of grammatical paradigms, such
as pronouns, inflections, and determiners, and to the acquisition of syntax, such as
the use of syntactic arguments. On the other side, the acquisition of referring expres-
sions requires the child to gradually master both the semantic-referential values of
linguistic devices and their conditions of use (for several reviews, see Serratrice &
Allen, 2015). In the studies presented in this book, we deal with the acquisition
and use of referring expressions in French! from an interactionist and dialogical
perspective, at the crossroads of several converging approaches. The interactionist
approach stems from the pioneering work by Vygotsky (1934/1962) developed by
Bruner (1975, 1982, 1983), according to which verbal and non-verbal interactions —
and, more specifically, the mediating role of caregivers and their scaffolding - are
the context and the driving force of cognitive development and language acqui-
sition. We propose a dialogical approach to this interaction process. Inspired by
Volosinov (1929/1986) and Bakhtin (1975/1982, 1979/1986), a dialogical approach
to language acquisition focuses not only on the interactional dimension but also on
the joint discursive construction of a common space of meanings (see Bronckart,
1987, 1996; H. Clark, 1996; Francois, 1984, 1993). According to this perspective,
“the child does not move from language structures to speech, but from the other’s
utterances to his/her own utterances: in short (...) his/her discourse is essentially
dialogical” (Francois, 1988: 17, our translation).> Our contention is that children
grasp language structures through discourse, and, more precisely, through the
experience of speech genres and/or language games (Wittgenstein, 1953). We also
contend that there is a mutual influence between language games, which support
language acquisition, and the development of specific dialogical skills, which allow
the child to participate in the joint process of language construction. This posi-
tion is close to Tomasello’s socio-pragmatic perspective (Tomasello, 1999) and to
Nelson’s functional approach (Nelson, 2007).

Our first aim is to thoroughly describe French-speaking children’s repertoire
and use of referring expressions, mostly in typically developing children (TD) at
different ages, but also in children with developmental language disorders (DLD).
Beyond this first description, our aim is to enhance the understanding of the con-
ditions that promote the acquisition of the forms, uses and functions of referring

1. This book reports the main results of a research program called the “Acquisition of refer-
ring expressions in dialogue: a multidimensional approach (DIAREEF, funded by the French
National Research Agency, ANR 09-ENFT-055).

2. “...lenfant ne va pas des structures de la langue a la parole, mais des énoncés de 'autre
aux énoncés de soi : bref (...) son discours est essentiellement dialogique”.
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Chapter 1. A dialogical approach to the acquisition and usage of reterring expressions

expressions. Among the possible conditions, our theoretical perspective leads us
to focus on the role of socio-discursive context, and of dialogue in toddlerhood
and early school age.

This introductory chapter first addresses some of the main topics in reference
and referring expressions, with a particular attention to the role of dialogue in
understanding the development of referential skills and strategies (Sections 1 and
2). We then present the methodological choices that stem from our theoretical
options (Section 3). The last section presents the way the chapters deal with the
main issues addressed in our research program (Section 4).

1. Formal aspects of the acquisition of the referring expressions:
What is involved?

Referring expressions do not constitute a single grammatical category. They cor-
respond to the set of linguistic expressions that can potentially be used to refer to
what Lyons (1977) called first-order entities (things, animals, persons, etc.) and to
abstractions, ideas, discourses, and processes that pertain to Lyon’s second- and
third-order entities. Referring expressions correspond to nominal expressions,
such as proper nouns, pronouns (personal, demonstrative, indefinite, etc.), and
definite, indefinite, demonstrative, and possessive noun phrases. Their acquisition
covers a complex range of formal processes that we quickly summarize here before
moving on to its functional aspects in Section 2.

The emergence of referring expressions is interwoven with grammatical
and syntactic development. Even if the very first referential acts are non-verbal
(Bruner, 1975) - as infants communicate with their interlocutors about entities
of the external world through vocalizations, gazes and gestures — the beginning
of linguistic development contributes a new dimension to this emerging skill.
Their first words give children the opportunity to encode entities and/or to make
predications about them. With first word combinations comes the development of
grammatical morphemes (in French, determiners and pronouns), which provide
new means of expressing entities and/or indicating their referential status. These
new referential possibilities appear as children begin to build their first syntactic
relations and grammatical paradigms emerge. In addition, the construction of the
paradigms of referring expressions contributes to the construction of the gram-
matical categories of nouns and verbs (Bassano, 2000; Veneziano, 2017), but it
is also because nouns are mainly used to refer, and verbs to predicate, that their
values need to be specified by means of referring expressions (Tomasello, 2003).

The acquisition of determiners and pronouns are dependent on phonological
and prosodic development. For instance, some of the consonants they contain (for
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example /1/ for definite determiners and third-person pronouns or /3/ for first-
person pronouns) are not among the consonants that children acquire first (Rose
& Wauquier Gravelines, 2007; Yamaguchi, 2012). Determiners and pronouns in
prelexical position occur in a weak unstressed position, which make them less
phonologically salient. Furthermore, prosodic constraints (such as the preferred
iambic-foot structure, i.e., an unstressed syllable preceding a stressed syllable) can
account both for the omission of prelexical morphemes in bisyllabic words and
for the production of additional syllables (fillers) in monosyllabic or trisyllabic
words (Demuth, 2001; Demuth & Tremblay, 2008; Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000).
More specifically, fillers appear to be transitional phenomena that undergo two
stages: a pre-morphological stage where they are determined by prosodic con-
straints, and a proto-morphological stage where they share distributional proper-
ties with grammatical morphemes and become specific to the nominal and verbal
paradigms (Bassano 2015; Peters, 2000; Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000, Veneziano,
2017, inter alia). However, one question that has seldom been raised is whether the
distributional properties of fillers also reflect children’s sensitivity to the functional
features of pronouns and determiners.

At the first stages of grammatical development, adult-like morphemes alternate
with fillers and omissions or null forms. For determiners, definite forms emerge
first, followed by indefinite ones. Possessive, and then demonstrative determiners
are acquired later. Singular and masculine forms seem to be mastered before femi-
nine and/or plural ones (Bassano, 2015; Le Mené, 2017; Nashawati, 2010; Rozendaal
& Baker, 2008). The acquisition of their semantic values is usually considered to be
along process (Karmiloff-Smith, 1979, inter alia).> Concerning pronouns, the land-
scape is more complex because the modalities and rhythms of acquisition depend
on factors as diverse as the type of pronoun (personal vs. demonstrative), their mor-
phosyntactic status (in French, a non-null-subject language, subject and object pro-
nouns are clitics) or the grammatical person (third vs. first or second). Most studies
on French (Caét, 2013; Hamann, Rizzi & Frauenfelder, 1996; Morgenstern, 2006;
Salazar Orvig et al., 2010) show that the demonstrative pronoun “¢a” is acquired ear-
lier than personal pronouns, which emerge around the age of two. Jakubowicz and
Rigaut (1997, 2000) noted that in children aged 2;0 to 2;7 most utterances include
a clitic pronoun in the subject position whereas object clitic pronouns are acquired
later. On the other hand, there is no consensus regarding the order of acquisition
for grammatical persons (third vs. first and second or vice-versa) because clitic pro-
nouns frequently alternate with omissions and fillers for a lengthy period of time.

3. With the exception of Chapter 2, and, in a very limited way, of Chapter 8, the development
of determiners is not addressed in this book.
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Furthermore, pronouns are a zone of fragility for children who have devel-
opmental disorders. Salazar Orvig and de Weck (2013) showed that children with
DLD aged 5-7 have a narrower range of pronouns than do typically developing
children at the same age, as far as types (personal, relative, demonstrative, etc.)
and forms are concerned (a smaller variety of forms in each type). The capabili-
ties and difficulties of children with DLD in using these grammatical morphemes
provide evidence of the interplay between these different linguistic dimensions.
For instance, for Parisse and Maillart (2008), a phonological disorder can account
for the omission, distortion, and/or replacement of short grammatical morphemes
(pronouns, determiners), which have weak phonological saliency. However, object
clitic pronouns in French occur in preverbal position, and are more frequently
omitted than subjects, which constitutes evidence against this hypothesis. Accord-
ing to Jakubowicz (2003), these omissions can be accounted for in morphosyntac-
tic terms, as part of the difficulties affecting the verb.

The construction of these paradigms, omissions, and errors in the use of
determiners and pronouns are also tightly linked to the development of syntac-
tic structures (for reviews, see Allen, 2006; Ambridge & Lieven, 2011; Guasti,
2002). Generativist-nativist approaches propose accounts in terms of pre-existing
abstract categories and grammar, and do not necessarily consider any functional
aspects. By contrast, among the functionalist approaches, the Preferred Argument
Structure framework (Du Bois, Kumpf, & Ashby, 2003) allows null subjects to be
accounted for at the interface between syntax and pragmatics (Allen, 2000; Clancy,
1993). More recently, usage-based approaches (Behrens, 2006; Lieven, 2010; Toma-
sello, 2003) have shown that children tend to take up forms and constructions in
an item-based way before being able to process them through a grammar (Akthar,
1999; Ibbotson, Theakston, Lieven, & Tomasello, 2010; Lieven, 2014, inter alia).
Therefore, usage-based approaches consider that grammatical morphemes such as
pronouns or determiners are first experienced in the context of rote-learned holo-
phrases (I-want-it) or lexically specific slot and frame patterns (I'm Xing it, That’s
a'Y), which are very frequent in adult input (Ambridge & Lieven, 2015). Within
this framework, omissions or errors are accounted for on the basis of the distri-
butional features of the input. Therefore, the construction of grammatical catego-
ries, syntactic structures, and functions is the result of a long, irregular process of
analogy, generalization, and abstraction, which takes place throughout childhood
(Ambridge & Lieven, 2015; Tomasello, 2003).

Thus, any study of the acquisition of referring expressions must consider vari-
ous aspects: the fact that grammatical categories and syntactic relations alike are
still being formed, the fact that this process relies on how the child takes up what
is present in the adult’s input (and therefore the importance of frequency; see
Ambridge, Kidd, Rowland, & Theakston, 2015), and the way the child grasps that
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input. This is true for the formal aspects of referring expressions; it is also true for
their functional aspects, i.e., their usage in a diversity of communication contexts,
to which we will turn now.

2. Reference and dialogue

In this section, we address the referential/pragmatic aspects of the acquisition of
referring expressions. Section 2.1 provides an overview of reference acquisition
that shows the heterogeneity of the findings. More detailed accounts can be found
in various chapters of this book. Section 2.2 examines the way in which dialogue
underlies reference and its acquisition, an issue that has not been thoroughly
investigated in previous research.

2.1 Main studies on the acquisition of reference

Reference and referring expressions have been a constant concern in the field of
language acquisition. Several lines of research have emerged since the beginning
of pragmatic approaches to language development in the mid-seventies, when
leading authors like Elinor Ochs, Patricia Greenfield, Elizabeth Bates, and Annette
Karmiloff-Smith worked simultaneously on various interconnected issues such
as presupposition (Bates, 1976), informativeness (Greenfield, 1979), referential
values (Karmiloff-Smith, 1979), and discourse and dialogue continuity (Ochs
Keenan & Klein, 1975; Ochs Keenan & Schieffelin, 1976). Theoretically speaking,
the field was nourished by various philosophical, linguistic, and psycholinguistic
traditions dealing with reference in adult usage. Among the many concerns in the
field, we can mention the functions of referring expressions (anaphoric vs. deictic:
Lyons, 1977, 1979), the status of referents and the given/new opposition (Chafe,
1976; Haviland & Clark, 1974), discursive construction and cohesion (Halliday &
Hasan, 1976), the utterance information structure and its relation to text coherence
(Chafe, 1976; Givén, 1983, 1995), the interface between syntax and pragmatics
(Du Bois et al., 2003), and sensitivity to the interlocutor’s perspective and shared
knowledge (Ariel, 1988, 1990; Chafe, 1976, 1987; H. Clark & Schaefer, 1989; H.
Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986; Gundel, 2010; Gundel, Hedberg, & Zacharski, 1993).

Currently, the main issue for most authors concerns the discursive and prag-
matic conditions under which children appropriately select a referring expression
among the possible choices in their language (noun phrases, demonstrative pro-
nouns, personal pronouns, null forms, etc...) to encode a referent, and how they
identify these conditions. Some studies have explored comprehension and pro-
duction of noun phrases in referential communication activities (Davies & Katsos,
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2010; Whitehurst & Sonnenschein, 1981; inter alia, for a review, see Graf & Davies,
2014). Others, based on the functionalist Preferred Argument Structure frame-
work (Du Bois, Kumpf, & Ashby, 2003), have shown that a discourse-pragmatic
foundation of grammar accounts for an initial syntactic issue, i.e., omissions in
early utterances in both null and non-null subject languages (Allen, 2000; Allen &
Schroder, 2003; Clancy, 1993, 1997, 2003). Another set of studies have dealt more
specifically with the development of discursive skills. Reference was considered
through the lens of text structure, cohesion, or coherence issues. This led to studies
focusing on the information structure and the management of topics (Bamberg,
1987; Benoit, 1982; de Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Hickmann & Hendricks,
1999; Jisa, 2000; Karmiloff-Smith, 1979, 1985; Kern, 1997; Kern & Raffara, 2012;
Liles, 1985; Peterson & Dodsworth, 1991). These studies resulted in divergent or
even contradictory outcomes.

The very first observations and qualitative studies on naturally occurring
interactions (Greenfield, 1979; Greenfield & Smith, 1976; Ochs Keenan & Klein
1975; Ochs Keenan & Schieffelin, 1976) tended to put forward children’s early
skills, whereas studies on experimental settings and/or on elicited narratives high-
lighted a gap between early deictic strategies and more mature anaphoric ones
(de Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 1991; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985, inter alia). However,
within the past 25 years, since Clancy’s studies on Japanese and Korean (Clancy,
1993, 1996, 1997), the increase in quantitative studies on mother-child interac-
tions at the onset of language development, and their gradual theoretical conver-
gence towards cognitive approaches to reference, with the notions of accessibility
(Ariel, 1988, 1990) or givenness (Gundel et al., 1993),* brought about a substantial
change in the conceptualization of children’s discursive productions and their uses
of referring expressions (see reviews in Allen, Hughes, & Skarabela, 2015; Graf &
Davies, 2014; Hickmann, Schimke, & Colonna, 2015; Salazar Orvig, 2019). These
studies, which have investigated a wide range of languages presenting diverse mor-
phological and syntactic features, converged to confirm that young children are
sensitive to a referent’s accessibility or givenness. Through their nascent linguistic
competence, children very soon build a linguistic contrast between weak forms
(be they null forms or clitic pronouns, depending on the language) and strong
forms (lexical forms, stressed pronouns, dislocated and topicalized constructions,

4. Let’s note that Ariel’s and Gundel’s approaches cannot be assimilated with each other.
Ariel points to the conditions of the retrieval of the antecedents of referring expressions in
various contexts (Ariel, 1990) whereas Gundel (2010; Gundel et al., 1993) considers the values
associated to the various referring expressions. These two approaches nevertheless seem to be
considered similar in many papers.
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etc.). Some studies (Le Mené, 2017; Rozendaal & Baker, 2008; Salazar Orvig et al.,
2013) have also brought out an early contrast between definite (presupposing) and
indefinite determiners in referential uses of noun phrases.

However, other studies conducted in experimental settings (Matthews, Lieven,
Theakston, & Tomasello, 2006; Serratrice, 2008, inter alia) and studies on narra-
tive tasks (Hickmann 2003; Jisa, 2000; Jisa, Chenu, Fekete, & Omar, 2012; Kail &
Hickmann, 1992, inter alia) nevertheless showed that full mastery of reference
is a gradual and long process. For instance, in experimental or narrative mono-
logical contexts, younger children might be insufficiently informative (using pro-
nouns, presupposing NPs or unmodified NPs) when introducing a referent, and
when referring to an entity not perceptually available or potentially ambiguous
to their interlocutor. For French in particular (de Weck, 1991; de Weck & Jullien,
2013; Kail & Hickmann, 1992), children generally do not introduce referents with
indefinite noun phrases before the age of 6-7 years. In English, though, it seems
that the predominance of indefinite noun phrases in first mentions of referents
begins earlier (Colozzo & Whitely, 2015). In contrast, for subsequent mentions,
children mainly use personal pronouns, which tend then to have an anaphoric
value (Akinci, 2012; de Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985;
Kern, 2002), and to be used mostly for the main characters of the story (Bamberg,
1987; de Weck, 1991; Salazar Orvig & de Weck, 2013; Vinel, 2014). Differences
have been observed across genres in the “density” of referring expressions (de
Weck, 1991), their grammatical category (de Weck, 1991; de Weck & Schneuwly,
1994; Pellegrini, Galda, & Rubin, 1984), and their functions (Mazur-Palandre,
Fayol, & Jisa, 2012). The differences vary according to the child’s age until adoles-
cence. However, between ages 10 and 11, children’s uses of referring expressions
come closer to those of adults when the narrative discourse contains few referen-
tial chains and/or clearly contrasted referents (e.g., Hickmann, 2003; Jisa, 2000).

When we look into DLD children’s uses, we do not observe the same ten-
dencies. Their use of referring expressions has mainly been examined in nar-
ratives. Research shows that, compared to typically developing same-age peers,
DLD children produce more ambiguous referring expressions (especially null
forms and undefined forms), and make certain, specific errors up until a later
age. This is true both for first mentions (e.g., de Weck & Jullien, 2013; de Weck
& Rosat, 2003; Schelleter & Leinonen, 2003; Schneider & Hayward, 2010) and
subsequent mentions (de Weck, 2004; Liles, 1985; Paul, Hernandez, Taylor, &
Johnson, 1996). However, like their typically developing peers they preferably

5. 'The density of a grammatical category is the proportion of the occurrences of that cat-
egory relative to the number of words or verbs in the discourse analyzed.
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use noun phrases for first mentions (de Weck & Jullien, 2013). The difficulties
of DLD children have been observed up to adolescence (Wetherell, Botting, &
Conti-Ramsden, 2007).

Although the partially discrepant results of studies on young children in natu-
ral dialogues and studies on older children in narratives can be accounted for in
terms of theory-based reasons (for example, textual/localist approaches follow-
ing Halliday and Hasan, 1975, vs. cognitive approaches to reference inspired by
Ariel, 1990, or Gundel et al., 1993) or methodological reasons (e.g., the differ-
ence between ecological and experimental settings), they lead to a re-evaluation
of the precocity of young children’s pragmatic skills. The results have also revealed
that the choice of referring expressions is affected by several interacting factors
(such as animacy, subject function, topicality, and accessibility). At another level,
we can mention speech genre - i.e. narratives or descriptions — and scripts, which
determine the specific organization of characters and objects. Moreover, the rela-
tive weight of certain factors like syntactic functions, and referent animacy can
override the referential status of the encoded entity (Allen, 2008; Hickmann et al.,
2015, inter alia). According to Hickmann et al. (2015), the crucial issue is the chil-
dren’s mastery of multifunctionality, which cannot show up at the early stages of
language development due to the coalescence of different factors favoring adult-
like uses of referring expressions.

Thus, we still need to gain knowledge of how early and late skills grow into
adult-like uses through the child’s cognitive and social development. Concern-
ing the cognitive aspect, several studies have looked more specifically at the
development of theory of mind (De Cat, 2013; Gundel & Johnson, 2013; Gundel,
Ntelitheos, & Kowalsky, 2007; Schafer & de Villiers, 2000; van Hout, Harrigan,
& de Villiers, 2009) and executive functions, like working memory and cogni-
tive control skills, in order to account for children’s referential performance in
experimental settings (De Cat, 2015; Nilsen & Graham, 2009; Serratrice & De Cat,
2020; Uzundag & Kiintay, 2018). However, other studies have also shown that cog-
nitive skills are expressed jointly with sensitivity to adult models and feedback
(Matthews, Butcher, Lieven, & Tomasello, 2012; Matthews, Lieven, & Tomasello,
2007; Uzundag & Kiintay, 2018).

Concerning the social dimension of the construction of reference, data from
naturally occurring interactions has shed a different light on children’s productions.
The next section addresses the contribution of dialogue to reference construction.

2.2 Reference in dialogue

The relevance of dialogue in reference construction has gradually gained ground
in our understanding of reference in adult discourse, which moved slowly from a
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disembodied and monological approach (Frege, 1892/1948) to more interactional
concerns. Since Strawson’s (1950) view of reference as a speech act, this notion has
evolved to include both the consciousness of the speaker, and his/her projection
of the addressee’s perspective and possibilities for retrieving the intended referent
(Ariel, 1988, 1990; Chafe, 1987; Gundel et al., 1993). In this view, referring expres-
sions are seen as instructions that guide the addressee’s interpretation. However,
the addressee is still not always considered as an interlocutor. For instance, many
experimental studies that have explored the uses of referring expressions (con-
ducted either with adults or children) stage one-way interactions: the interlocutor
is a passive hearer, or has only either a responding or an initiating role (e.g., asking
a question, giving an instruction). There are two exceptions. First, H. Clark and his
colleagues (H. Clark & Brennan, 1991; H. Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986, inter alia)
regard reference and common ground as being achieved collaboratively, which
supposes that interlocutors mutually acknowledge their representation of the
ongoing discourse. Second, in the framework of interactional linguistics (B. Fox,
1987; Laury, 2002, 2003; Pekarek Doehler, 2000, 2011), reference and the cognitive
status of referents are regarded not only as an interactional achievement but also
as a resource for speakers, who, through their use of referring expressions, display
their interpretation of the ongoing talk.

The next section addresses the relevance of interaction and dialogue for the
construction of reference in children.

2.2.1  The dialogical roots of reference

Children’s referential abilities are grounded in their early pre-linguistic com-
municative experience (Bruner, 1975). A conception of reference as “a social
act in which one person attempts to get another person to focus her attention
on something in the world” (Tomasello, 1999: 97) implies two pre-conditions:
(a) the achievement of a state of intersubjectivity between the child and his/her
caregiver (Trevarthen, 1977) and (b) the establishment of a joint attention space
within this first intersubjective state (Carpenter, Nagell, & Tomasello, 1998).
The first, very early accomplishment of primary intersubjectivity is a condition
for reference but it is not a sufficient one. Reference presupposes a triadic rela-
tion where the referent is under the mutual and joint attention of two partici-
pants. As mentioned before, this relation precedes the use of linguistic forms and
is conveyed by non-verbal communication (Bruner, 1975, 1982). Before their
first words, children experience exchanges with their interlocutor about a joint-
focused referent through vocal non-word utterances (Halliday, 1975; Ninio &
Snow, 1996) and gestures (Liszkowski, Carpenter, Striano, & Tomasello, 2006;
Liszkowski, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 2008; Marcos, 1998; O’'Neill, 2005). Recipro-
cally, in early joint-attention episodes, adults contribute to focusing, directing and
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maintaining children’s attention using both gestural and discursive resources
(E. Clark & Estigarribia, 2011). This early communication has two facets. First, at
around 9 months, infants begin to orient their interlocutors’ attention to an object
or an event, which becomes a joint focus of attention; this skill is the basis for
deictic reference (Bruner, 1975). Then, when they are involved in a joint-attention
episode, infants contribute, with new elements (actions, information), to commu-
nication about in-focus referents; this skill is the basis for anaphoric reference.

Therefore, when they start producing their first words and first utterances,
children have already mastered two “proto-referential” non-verbal functions: (1)
attracting their interlocutor’s attention to an object or an event, and thus estab-
lishing joint attention, (2) and taking part in a joint-attention episode. Few stud-
ies have dealt with the impact of joint attention on reference (Skarabela, 2007).
Typically, the transition between from non-verbal to proto-verbal and then verbal
resources has more often been explored for deictic reference (Diessel, 2006; Ng,
Demir, & So, 2015) than for proto-anaphoric reference.

Children’s first one-word utterances display these proto-referential skills inso-
far as they “choose” words according to the referent’s informational status (Green-
field, 1979; Greenfield & Smith, 1976; Greenfield & Zukow, 1978). The definition
of informativeness (which has been revisited via the notion of accessibility; see
Allen, Skarabela, & Hughes, 2008) was a matter of debate from the outset. Bates
(1976) argued that the contrast between what is new (informative) and what is
presupposed in first speech acts is built solely on the child’s attention. In contrast,
Greenfield considered informativeness to depend on several features of the con-
text shared by the child and the adult, such as possession, distance, agency, and
previous mention. In dialogue, “the uncertain element expressed verbally by the
child is (...) always ‘new’ information, as defined by Haviland and Clark (1974)
after Chafe (1970)” (Greenfield, 1979: 165). Moreover, arguing avant la lettre for
a multimodal conception of language, Greenfield and her colleagues also showed
that one-word utterances combine words and gestures. Similar principles account
for two-word utterances (Baker & Greenfield, 1988). In these various cases, the
interrelationship between young children’s verbal productions and the dialogical
context foreshadow the topic-comment structure.

2.2.2  Discourse in dialogue

Early dialogical experiences are also the first discursive ones. Even though they
do not produce long stretches of monological discourse, children are involved in
co-constructed or adult-mediated discursive sequences. This is the case in succes-
sive one-word utterances (Bloom, 1973; Ochs, Schieffelin, & Platt, 1979; Scollon,
1979; Veneziano, 2005) when children express the same communicative intention
across several utterances, with (or without) the adult’s contribution. This is also the
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case for discourse topics and presupposition (Ochs Keenan & Schieffelin, 1976),
which are collaboratively built both on the given/new contract (H. Clark & Havi-
land, 1977), and on specific moves within the verbal interaction. Ochs Keenan
and Schieffelin’s study showed that children “are often sensitive to the fact that
listeners must be able to identify specific entities addressed in a discourse topic
progression” (1976: 365). Moreover, even at first, when their references are not
clear enough for their addressee, young children learn to display various relevant
moves to establish referents and discourse topics. Veneziano (2014) showed that in
early conversations, the involvement of one participant (either the mother or the
child) in successive single-word sequences contributed to the involvement of the
interlocutor, and thus, to topic development.

This dialogical contingency gives rise to the first formal links between utter-
ances (Bloom, Rocissano, & Hood, 1976; Halliday, 1979; Salazar Orvig, 2000). The
continuity of young children’s utterances rests upon two major phenomena: rep-
etition and question-answer sequences. Firstly, repetitions are an early form of
co-referential link. Secondly, co-reference is also prepared by the question-answer
relation: an interrogative pronoun foresees the expected referent conveyed by the
answer. Moreover, children experience topic continuity through these relations,
which thereby contribute to a common topic with a new predication. These expe-
riences, acquired in dialogue, are one of the sources of the development of refer-
ential skills.

The experience of recurrent discursive and dialogical sequences also seems
to contribute to children’s construction of reference in dialogue, and continuity in
discourse. Several studies have highlighted this phenomenon from various per-
spectives. Working on Emily’s early monologues, Levy (1989, 1999) contended
that the appropriation of the first “anaphoric” uses of pronouns is based on the
adult’s discourse sequences taken up by the child. Whereas the first pronouns
used co-refer only “with the very same nouns that were previously contrasted
with pronouns in monologue, and whose referential relation was observed by the
child in social context” (Levy, 1999: 235), the anaphoric function of pronouns is
considered to be acquired when children are able to elaborate their own speech.
Clancy (2008) took a complementary perspective when she adopted BocKk’s syn-
tactic notion of priming (Bock, 1986; Bock & Griffin, 2000, inter alia) and Du
Bois’s notion of dialogical syntax (see Du Bois, 2014). Her results converged
with the idea that children begin taking up referring expressions in dialogical
sequences before grasping their specific function. Reusing the interlocutor’s
forms provides the child with the experience of the appropriate contexts of use,
and facilitates his/her further mapping of forms and functions. The role of prim-
ing was also indirectly considered by Matthews and colleagues (Matthews et al.,
2006) to account for early, appropriate uses of referring expressions. Following
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Pickering and Garrod (2004), they suggested that in the current interaction, the
child shares, with the adult(s), aligned and mechanically generated situation
models that do not need to be adjusted for accessibility. This alignment would
allow the child to respond appropriately. Through these experiences, children
would learn the manner in which referents are introduced and maintained with-
out needing to rely on a previous assessment of availability for the interlocutor.
This stance, however, is highly debatable, both for adults and children. Consider-
ing the latter, E. Clark (2015) showed that the construction of a common ground
can be accounted for by the child’s specific dialogical moves and the adult’s
scaffolding.

2.2.3 Reference scaffolded by dialogue

From the studies reviewed in the previous section, we can set forth the general
hypothesis that the first steps in the development of reference and referential con-
tinuity are supported by dialogue. However, we also know that young children’s
dialogical involvement is rather irregular (Bloom et al., 1976; McTear, 1985; Ninio
& Snow, 1996) and that children may not spontaneously ensure referential continu-
ity. Referential development is strongly scaffolded by adults, who provide children
with a “child-friendly” environment. Adults display various direct and indirect
cues that guide children in identifying referents and grasping topical continuity
(for a review, see Ates-Sen & Kiintay, 2015). In Western middle-class families,®
adults’ responses to children’s non-contingent utterances or gestures support their
integration into coherent sequences. They often make sense out of children’s utter-
ances and retrospectively give them the status of dialogue initiations (Snow, 1977).
Adults can also structure their own discourse in accordance with the children’s
utterances (Filipi, 2014). In the same vein, adult reformulations of children’s utter-
ances contribute to common ground (E. Clark & Bernicot, 2008). Adults can also
display their misunderstanding and, in doing so, get the child to clarify her/his
utterances (Marcos & Bernicot, 1997) and/or improve his/her wording (Matthews
et al., 2012; Matthews et al., 2007). The experience of clarification sequences gives
children the opportunity to learn, in the immediate and long terms, how to ade-
quately encode referents in contexts of potential indetermination or ambiguity.
More precisely, Mathews et al.

propose that it is by engaging in such processes of repair that children build
up a repertoire of conversational models, learn about relevant features of their

6. 'The situation can be very different in other cultures where adults are not expected to act
in this way and therefore do not interpret the children’s imperfect utterances (see Ochs &
Schieffelin, 1995).
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environment, gain insight into other minds, and ultimately come to fully un-
derstand why the information they provide in conversation is needed in the first
place. (2012: 206)

2.2.4 Dialogue, genre, activity, and discursive autonomy

One of the main issues in the field is how young children come to master the prag-
matic and referential functions/values of linguistic units. Children’s first utterances
are socially situated in shared experiences and are strongly grounded in dialogue with
familiar adults. Gradually, their family-based communicative experience is extended
to other “social spheres” like day-care center, kindergarten, and school. They engage in
more diversified, socially-situated communication settings and roles (Cook-Gumperz,
Corsaro, & Streeck, 1986; Duranti, Ochs, & Schieffelin, 2011), which also involve
changes in the adult’s behaviors (Hudelot, 2007). Through these new settings, chil-
drenss first formats (Bruner 1983), which are simple, repetitive and tightly controlled
by adults, develop into more complex and diversified forms that are less dependent on
adult scaffolding. In other words, children’s participation in dialogue becomes more
and more autonomous. This process of increasing autonomy can be best observed in
the acquisition of narrative skills, particularly in accounts of personal experience (de
Weck, 2005). Indeed, for children, narratives are an important opportunity to gain
cultural and linguistic experience, and to construct reality (Bruner, 1991).

Very early in childhood, children are exposed to stories heard, read, or jointly
told. The language they hear is not only one of the here-and-now, but also one of
the there-and-then, which can help them better understand, construct, and tell
stories. Moreover, “this displacement of conversational topic in time and space
is interesting in the first instance because of the progress it reveals in children’s
ability to cognitively, indeed, symbolically, represent the world” (Tomasello,
2003: 270). This is especially true for personal experience narratives. This speech
genre, characterized by a there-and-then relation to the production context, and
by experience-based content, is the first genre in the acquisition of discourse in
which children are engaged to participate. Many studies (Eisenberg, 1985; Fivush,
Gray, & Fromhoff, 1987; Hudson & Shapiro, 1991; Peterson, 1990; for a review,
see de Weck, 2005) have pointed out a progression from total dependency on the
adult - the child’s participation consisting mainly of imitative repetitions of words
produced by the adult - to relative autonomy at around the age of five or six. The
child then becomes able to produce a discourse that is more comprehensible for an
interlocutor who had no previous knowledge of the events.

Studies on narratives have provided evidence for the impact of adult involve-
ment in joint storytelling and in the development of narrative skills in family
(Haden, Reese, & Robyn, 1996; Low & Durkin, 2001; MacNamee, 1987) and
classroom settings (Grossmann, 1996; Sulzby, 1985; Zucker, Justice, Piasta, &
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Kaderavek, 2010). For example, by responding to the child’s questions and add-
ing information, the adult allows the child to connect the different components
of the story (Nelson, 1991; Peterson & McCabe, 1994). This, in return, improves
the way the child organizes his/her narratives and tells stories. Moreover, moth-
ers exhibit a great diversity of styles during storytelling with their child (Haden
et al,, 1996). Variations have been observed in the amount of participation by the
mother and by the child (Dickinson, De Temple, Hirschler, & Smith, 1992), the
number of comments (Goodsitt, Raitan, & Perlmutter, 1988), or the number of
questions asked to the child (Senechal, Cornell, & Broda, 1995). Later, during
reading activities in school, teachers focus on narrative comprehension by empha-
sizing the organization of events and their importance, and by asking questions
about them. The role of questions has been investigated to a greater extent (Florin,
1991; Lafontaine, 1984; MacNamee, 1987; Nelson, 1991; Peterson & McCabe,
1992, 1994, 2004; Pellegrini, Brody, & Sigel, 1985; Pratt, Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan,
1988; Sénéchal et al., 1995). Questions not only contribute to maintaining com-
munication, but also to developing children’s discourse skills - promoting a better
structural organisation — thereby offering the child the opportunity to participate
as a dialogue partner (Lafontaine, 1984; Danis, Bernard, & Leproux, 2000). Thus,
children also acquire the skill both to differentiate important information from
less relevant information from the interlocutor’s point of view, and to distinguish
what is new from what is given, i.e., to produce more appropriate discourse.

The trend in this acquisition can therefore be characterized as a transition
from the co-construction to the autonomous construction of narratives, at which
point the child is able to produce narratives with very little support from the adult.
For children with DLD, the studies have shown that these children need more sup-
port from the adult than do their typically developing peers, and that this need is
observed until adolescence (Wetherell et al., 2007). This makes it more difficult for
these children to become autonomous in discourse construction.

Thus, children will face new linguistic problems, insofar as they will have to
acquire the linguistic specificities of each speech genre, including expressions of
reference. They must become skilled at taking into account the degree of shared
knowledge with their interlocutor and his/her specific needs in order to choose
appropriate referring expressions. Children also need to acquire diversified uses
of referring expressions, which are dependent on the speech genre (narratives,
personal-experience accounts, argumentation, informational texts; de Weck &
Schneuwly, 1994) and the modality (oral vs. written; e.g., Jisa & Viguié, 2005;
Rosat, 1991). Pronouns, for instance, are more often used in oral narratives to
mention a given referent (de Weck, 1991).

Moreover, the kind of shared activity also influences the participants’ lan-
guage productions. This influence can be observed for various domains: syntactic
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structure, lexical resources, and the pragmatic aspects of the current interaction,
for adults and for children of all ages (Altinkamis, Kern, & Sofu, 2014; de Weck
& Rosat, 2003; Gee & Savasir, 1985; Heurdier, 2015; Kern & Chenu, 2010; Leaper
& Gleason, 1996). This suggests that during dialogue, dyads co-elaborate their
utterances in relation to the activity being carried out. However, very few studies
have been conducted on the relation between referring expressions and the cur-
rent activity (Salazar Orvig, Marcos, Heurdier, & da Silva-Genest, 2018; Kern &
Raffara, 2012). The impact of the activity can also be observed on DLD children’s
use of referring expressions. In a free-play activity, for example, they do not pro-
duce more null forms than their peer typical children (Thordardottir & Namazi,
2007), whereas differences can be observed on elicitation tasks (e.g., Griiter, 2005).

Thus, becoming autonomous in discourse production involves the develop-
ment of different skills: to use referring expressions children have to take into
account several aspects of the socio-discursive context (speech genre and modal-
ity, activity, relevant content, new vs. given information, etc.). But very few stud-
ies have looked into the relation between referring expressions and these aspects.
Some chapters of this book deal with these issues.

2.3 The need for a multidimensional dialogical perspective

This overview of the main issues that arise when studying the acquisition of refer-
ring expressions shows that this developmental process cannot be understood
from a single perspective alone, such as by considering purely morphological or
purely syntactic aspects, as many studies do. For instance, studies on fillers typi-
cally consider only the phonetic/morphological interface, without raising the
question of the possible functional aspects of these forms that children add to
nouns and verbs. Also, studies on the expression of subjects in several languages
have shown that the alternation of overt and covert forms cannot be accounted
for solely in syntactic terms, even in non-null subject languages (Allen, 2006). The
acquisition of the paradigms of pronouns and verb inflections goes together with
the appropriation of the conditions of expression of subjects and the choice of
strong versus weak forms. At the same time, usage-based studies have shown that
children take up the most frequent patterns found in the adult input (Cameron-
Faulkner, Lieven, & Tomasello, 2003).

Research has shown that both distributional and statistical learning strongly
contribute to the first uses of pronouns, frequently associated with verbs. However,
this is not in contradiction with the discourse-pragmatic explanation. Frequent
patterns in the input are frequent because they correspond to means of achieving
frequent social acts and conveying recurrent meanings. They have socio-prag-
matic raisons détre (Lieven, 2016; Tomasello, 1999), and they are embedded in
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frequent formats/scripts and activities (Nelson, 2007). Nelson (Levy & Nelson,
1994; Nelson, 2007; Nelson & Shaw, 2002) argued that new forms are acquired
along with their distributional features because children experience them in spe-
cific language games (following Wittgenstein 1953; see also Nelson, 2009). At first,
children grasp the overall contexts in which grammatical forms are used. They
reproduce those contexts without necessarily mastering the adult value of the
form. In this way, the semantic aspect of a grammatical word is thus built gradu-
ally. Furthermore, frequency can be overridden by pragmatic factors. Ochs and
Schieffelin (1995), for example, showed that in Samoan language acquisition, the
use of imperatives by children depends less on their frequency in the input than on
the children’s awareness of the social indexicality of the verb. Similar observations
can be made about the use of personal pronouns (Salazar Orvig, 2017).

Our stance is that beyond a statistical view of the input, the dialogue and dia-
logical continuity constitute a driving force that can affect the way children grasp
the use of referring expressions. This is because dialogue provides the child with
the actual experience of referential continuity — which he/she experiences in vari-
ous socio-discursive contexts, such as in conversation, games, or shared reading -
or because adults scaffold children’s use of referring expressions.

Our contention is that the acquisition of referring expressions depends on
the interaction of these various factors, both formal and functional, and that the
construction of forms, the emergence of meanings, and the appropriation of uses
cannot be understood without addressing their interaction. Because children
learn the language through socially-situated interactions driven by activities and
scaffolded by adults, it seems to us that referring expressions, as a pivotal phenom-
enon in language acquisition, cannot be properly approached without taking their
multiple dimensions into consideration. This constitutes both a theoretical and a
methodological challenge.

3. Dialogical approach: methodological implications

Considering the challenges mentioned above, our position in this volume is that
adopting a dialogical approach may shed new light on the topic of the acquisition of
referring expressions. In this approach, the focus is both on socio-discursive con-
texts and on dialogue - in other words, on the forms and functions of utterances
in the co-construction of discourse. However, in the study of referring expres-
sions, it is methodologically impossible to simultaneously and equally embrace all
formal and functional aspects. It is possible to adopt a multidimensional meth-
odological and interpretive framework aimed at grasping the complexity of refer-
ence acquisition, even when a specific issue is being addressed. This framework
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requires examining referring expressions in ecological, dialogical situations that
are as close as possible to the child’s communicative experiences.

Acquisition of referring expressions (as a construction process) depends on
the forms and uses that children experience. Children gradually seize these forms-
in-use as models, in dialogue. The forms-in-use are conditioned by the interac-
tional setting (interlocutors, places, goals), the activity, and the speech genre.

The following chapters report the main results of a multi-year research pro-
gram entitled Acquisition of referring expressions in dialogue: a multidimensional
approach (DIAREE see footnote 1), a collaboration of numerous researchers. The
DIAREEF studies were all guided by the dialogical approach described above. In
this section we present our main methodological choices for selecting and analyz-
ing the data. Section 3.1. presents the various corpora on which the studies were
based, and Section 3.2., the various formal and functional aspects of our multidi-
mensional approach.

3.1 Varied corpora

Data were all collected during meaningful shared activities (de Weck, 2002) in
which a child is often interacting with an adult (dyads) - usually the mother,
sometimes the father, but also with a small group of children and a teacher. This
type of corpus allows us to observe the mutual verbal and non-verbal influences
of the participants along with the impact of dialogue itself. This makes it possible
to understand how adults scaffold children’s language (Wood, Bruner, & Ross,
1976) and how children react to adults’ verbal and non-verbal actions (de Weck
& Salazar Orvig, 2019). It also allows the elucidation of the implicit models chil-
dren are confronted with when interacting with adults, in addition to allowing us
to potentially assess the similarities and differences in the child and adult uses.
Natural situations with which children are familiar seem the most favorable to
these types of analyses.

We compiled sets of data that had already been collected by our research
teams as part of other research projects.” These data were supplemented by two

7. These research projects include the Colaje project (grant ANR-08-COMM-0021), Mor-
genstern & Parisse (2012); Développement du Langage et de la Communication entre deux et
trois ans: influence du mode d’accueil (funded by the French Caisse Nationale d’Allocations
Familiales), Marcos, Salazar Orvig, Bernicot, Guidetti, Hudelot & Préneron (2004); Les in-
teractions mere-enfant en situation logopédique (Swiss National Science Foundation grants
Nos. 100012-111938 and 100012-124744), Rezzonico, de Weck, Salazar Orvig, da Silva-
Genest & Rahmati (2013); Nashawati’s PhD dissertation (2010); Développement des con-
duites dialogiques (Salazar Orvig, 2003); Comparison between mother-child communication
and father-child communication (Kornhaber-Le Chanu & Marcos, 2000); Yamaguchi-Adrien
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specific sets of data collected for the purpose of the DIAREF project. The corpora
differ in several respects, which are briefly presented below.®

Our data cover a variety of contexts in family and in nursery-school settings.
They involve children between the ages of 1;7 and 7;5. There are two subgroups
in the family corpora. The first group contains children aged 1,7 to 2;6 (toddlers),
who were videotaped while interacting with their mothers in everyday home
activities and in quasi-natural situations where the researcher brought specific
toys or books. The second group contains older children ages 3 to 7 years, who
were videotaped while interacting with their mothers in quasi-natural situations
(joint storytelling and symbolic play). In the second group, a subgroup (ages 5 to 7
years) have developmental language disorders. The nursery-school data (ages 2 to
6 years) were collected from four different classes in which a teacher is interacting
with a small group of pupils during familiar joint storytelling. Some of the children
participated in this same activity both at school and with their mothers. This gave
us comparable data in two different social settings, which is one of the novelties
of some of our studies. In order to compare the family and school settings to an
experimental one, we collected data from young women telling an experimenter
the same story used for the child-mother data.

The studies reported in this volume selected relevant data sets from the cor-
pora, depending on the specific issues addressed. Similarly, not all of the data from
the various activities involving a given dyad were used. Details regarding data
selection are found in each chapter.

3.2 Formal and functional aspects in a multidimensional approach

Taking this multidimensional approach to the development of reference, we aim
to link the formal and functional aspects of language acquisition. This involves
two stages, a descriptive phase and a subsequent analytical phase. In the descrip-
tive phase we identified all referents in the participants’ speech, as well as all the
corresponding nominal expressions. The linguistic expressions were described in
terms of the following dimensions:

- Grammatical categories: all expressions were categorized from the grammati-
cal standpoint (as nouns, pronouns of the different types, and dislocations, as
well as null forms and fillers).

project (part of Leonard project, grant ANR-JC05_47273 and Yamaguchi’s PhD dissertation,
2012).

8. See Appendix 1 for a detailed presentation of all corpora.
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Phonetic and phonological features were considered for the study of fillers,
proto-determiners, and proto-pronouns, and their development into adult
forms.

Also, in one case, the prosody (presence/absence of an intonation contour) of
selected referring expressions was analyzed.

In the analytical phase, we studied the impact of formal factors and functional
factors (referential, socio-discursive and dialogical) on the use of the various refer-
ring expressions.

The formal factors included:

Syntactic factors: the syntactic function of the referring expression, mainly
the subject, and verb frames in which the referring expression occurred.
Distributional factors: the lexical form associated with the referring expres-
sion and, for dislocations, the pre- or post-verbal position of the dislocated
term.

The underlying assumption was that the acquisition of verb and noun morphology
should not be dissociated from the construction of reference.

The referential factors included:

The type of referent: (a) the difference between referring to entities and refer-
ring to discourse participants (Benveniste, 1966), and (b) in narratives, the
characteristics of entities: animacy (animate vs. inanimate referents), and pri-
macy (main vs. secondary referents).

The referent’s attentional and discursive status, which reflect its accessibility
and/or givenness: new, activated, discourse-given, or reintroduced after a the-
matic change.

The position of the referring expressions in the referential chain: whether
the referent is mentioned for the first time, maintained, or reactivated after
several turns without being mentioned. This perspective is more relevant to
narratives than is the attentional and discursive status because during joint
storytelling joint attention is necessarily achieved.

The socio-discursive and dialogical factors included:

EBSCChost -

The activity being carried out (storytelling, play, snack, etc.).

The influence of speech genre (narrative, description of actions or states,
labelling, justification, negotiation, explanation, etc.).

The social status of the child’s adult interlocutors (mother, teacher), the social
setting (home, school).
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- The interactional setting, when we consider adult discourse: the relevance of
the addressee, that is the person for whom the discourse is formulated (TD or
DLD child, adult experimenter).

- The modality of participation in the dialogue, and more precisely the relation
between the utterances of the interlocutors (continuity, contrast, opposition,
reiteration).

- Theinfluence of the adult’s discourse on the child’s use of referring expression.

Depending on the issue addressed in each study, more specific analyses were con-
ducted to take into account the interaction between some of the above factors.

The role of these different factors must be examined both separately and
together, in order to account for the diversity and complexity of the referential
system, which cannot be looked at only by itself. We assessed the impact of the
factors examined by using statistical tests. Our data, as it is often the case with
empirical data drawn from naturally occurring situations, did not satisfy the mini-
mal assumptions for a parametric test (normal distribution, homoscedasticity, and
variance equality), so we used non-parametric tests which allowed us to compare
distributions or groups. In most of the chapters, we explored the impact of both
formal and functional factors using mixed-effect binomial regressions, including
random-effect variables such as participants and sessions. Interaction between
factors was further assessed using binary partition trees drawn with the ctree
function included in the “party” R package (Hothorn & Zeileis, 2015).

4. 'This book

The book is divided into two parts, which build on each other: The first part deals
with reference and grammar, and the second part deals with the role of commu-
nicative experience in the acquisition of reference. Together, they investigate the
grammatical and communicative factors at play in the uses of referring expres-
sions in their various facets.

In Part I, “Reference and grammar”, the chapters present childrens uses of
referring expressions, both in terms of their formal features and in terms of the
pragmatic and discursive factors that affect their choice in discourse. This part
opens with a discussion by Yamaguchi, Salazar Orvig, Le Mené, Caét, and Rialland
(2021, Chapter 2) on the need to include the proto-morphological phenomenon of
fillers in studies on referring expressions and their role as precursors of grammati-
cal units. Yamaguchi and colleagues address several issues covering a wide range
of formal and functional aspects. After identifying the various prenominal and
preverbal forms and assessing the weight of transitional forms for each of these
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two positions, the chapter explores the impact of different factors on the form and
use of fillers, including the specificity of their phonological realization, their distri-
butional properties, and sensitivity to their potential referent. The authors present
arguments for considering filler syllables as early grammatical units in formation.

Da Silva-Genest, Marcos, Salazar Orvig, Caét, and Heurdier (2021, Chapter 3)
address the use of referring expressions by young children in naturally occur-
ring dialogues, whereas Rezzonico, Vinel, de Weck, Hassan, and Salagnac (2021,
Chapter 4) examines the use of referring expressions by older children in a story-
telling activity. Da Silva-Genest and colleagues focus on three strong forms (nouns,
strong demonstrative pronouns, and strong personal pronouns) and three weak
forms (clitic personal pronouns, null forms and fillers). They examine the impact
of linguistic development, type of referent (participants vs. entities), syntactic
function, and the referent’s attentional and discursive status on the use of these six
referring expressions, thus exploring the intertwining of morphological, syntac-
tic, and pragmatic development. Rezzonico and his colleagues focus on the way
older children produce referring expressions when engaged in a joint storytelling
activity with their mothers. The children’s use of referring expressions is analyzed
in terms of five factors: the referent’s characteristics (animate vs. inanimate, pri-
mary vs. secondary referents), its grammatical category, its syntactic function, its
discursive status (position in the referential chain), and the child’s chronological
age. By assessing both the individual effects and the interaction of these four fac-
tors, these authors identify the network of factor interactions, which can differ for
nouns and third-person pronouns.

In Chapter 5, Rezzonico, Bernasconi, de Weck, da Silva-Genest, and Jullien
(2021) deal with the uses of referring expressions by children with developmental
language disorders, as compared to typically developing children, in a shared sto-
rytelling activity with their mothers. In particular, subject omissions and the diver-
sity of the types and forms of pronouns are investigated in relation to the position
in the referential chain and the syntactic function. The results bring new insights to
the discussion on the relation between morphosyntactic difficulties and discursive
and pragmatic dynamics. Finally, Klein, Jullien, and Fox (2021, Chapter 6) explore
the interaction of formal and pragmatic factors in syntactic constructions (dislo-
cations and verb frames) and the intonation contour of the referring expressions
used in these constructions. On one side, they examine the extent to which young
children’s sensitivity to the position in the referential chain, as compared to their
adult interlocutor, is expressed in their syntactic choices (e.g., dislocations), and
in variations in the intonation contour. On the other side, they assess the respec-
tive weight of syntactic constraints and the position in the referential chain on
the use of referring expressions and their intonation contours when considering
verb frames.
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Part II of this book further explores children’s early pragmatic skills by con-
sidering “The role of communicative experience” in its functional dimension. This
part addresses some of the main aspects of this experience, from child-directed
speech and dialogue to the role of speech genre and the current activity. More spe-
cifically, the authors examine the models of referring-expression use that children
experience in different interactional and social settings, as well as the influence of
speech genre and activity on the choice of referring expressions by both the chil-
dren and the adults. The interaction between the adult and child productions are
considered within the dynamics of the dialogue.

In Chapter 7, Marcos, Salazar Orvig, da Silva-Genest, and Heurdier (2021)
explore the potential influence of adult input and dialogue in young children’s
uses of referring expressions. They address this issue from different angles. After
comparing the childrens and the adults’ uses of referring expressions, the authors
assess the potential adaptation of the adults’ uses to their children’s linguistic
development. They then go on to explore the influence of the adult’s forms on
the child’s uses (i.e., priming), considering the position of the referring expres-
sions in dialogical moves as an alternative account. Finally, they examine the
way dialogical sequences scaffold the emergence of children’s referential skills. In
Chapter 8, Hassan, de Weck, Rezzonico, Salazar Orvig, and Vinel (2021) focus
more specifically on the impact of the interactional setting on the adult’s uses
of referring expressions during storytelling. With the aim of understanding the
models children are exposed to, these authors explore not only the implications
of co-constructing a narrative with a child as compared to telling the same story
to an experimenter, but also the impact of co-constructing a narrative at home as
compared to telling a story with a group of pupils at school, or co-constructing
a narrative with a typically developing child as compared to co-constructing the
narrative with a child with developmental language disorders.

The next two chapters further explore the impact of the interactional or dis-
cursive context on the use of referring expressions. De Weck, Hassan, Heurdier,
Klein, and Salagnac (2021, Chapter 9) attempt to account for the relative effects
of two factors - the activity undertaken by the participants in the interaction and
the social setting (home or school) — on toddlers” and older children’s use of refer-
ring expressions in dialogue. The authors focus on the following activities: daily
routines, activities based on pictorial material, playing with toys, and joint story-
telling. The comparison of the two social settings is conducted only for the joint
storytelling activity. In all cases, the use of referring expressions is analyzed with
respect to their position in the referential chain. This chapter provides a weighted
analysis of the pragmatic and interactional factors involved. Finally, Vinel, Salazar
Orvig, de Weck, Nashawati, and Rahmati (2021, Chapter 10) examine how speech
genres influence the choice of the referring expressions in toddlers’ and older
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children’s productions. Speech genres are considered at two levels: the discursive-
sequence level (narrative discourse or here-and-now discourse) and the utterance
level (such as description, explanation, labelling, etc.). This chapter assesses the
relative weight of speech genre with respect to the position in the referential chain,
in the productions of the two groups of children during a picture-based activity.
The implication of the interactions between these factors is discussed in view of
gaining a better understanding of the acquisition paths of young children.

Lastly, in Chapter 11, Salazar Orvig and de Weck (2021) undertake a general
discussion of the results presented in Chapters 2 to 10. These results point out the
strong interaction of the formal and functional facets of children’s acquisition and
use of referring expressions. As a whole, the chapters highlight the need to con-
sider the dialogical and socio-discursive dimensions of this process, and not just
the formal and cognitive ones. Through its journey, the book brings out a set of
arguments in favor of a dialogical and interactionist account of children’s referen-
tial development.
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In this chapter, we examine the properties of filler syllables as transition forms

in the development of referring expressions. In particular, we hypothesize that
fillers are precursors of referring expressions. We focus on the distribution, the
phonological form and the referential function of fillers in prenominal and/or
preverbal positions, in comparison to others forms in these positions. Results

show that first, the substantial presence of fillers does not lie in lexical factors,

and that they are used in combination with other prelexical forms. Second, their
variable realizations are not due to a phonological deficit, and they also exhibit
paradigmatic patterning with the use of specific consonants. Fillers also share some
of the functional characteristics of grammatical units, since their distribution and
presence suggest that they play a role in the construction of the verbal and nominal
categories. Moreover, in the preverbal position, children’s use of fillers varies
according to the topic of the utterance. In conclusion, filler syllables exhibit the
formal and functional characteristics of a transitional category and an adult-like
paradigm of referring expressions at the same time, and should be studied as such.

Keywords: filler syllables, referential expressions, prenominal position, preverbal

position, first grammatical units, phonological form, distributional factors,
referential function

1. Introduction

One of the main goals of this book is to capture the gradual emergence of the first
referring expressions, from both a formal and functional perspective. The aim of

https://doi.org/10.1075/tilar.28.02yam
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the present chapter is to examine the status of filler syllables as transition forms in
the development of referring expressions in early French. In particular, we hypoth-
esize that fillers are precursors of referring expressions in spite of their non-adult
realizations at the observed period. Before examining this hypothesis in several
sets of data from French-speaking children, we first review the literature on fillers
and different perspectives concerning their role in early acquisition.

11 Fillers in the context of the development of referring expressions

Referring can be done using different morphosyntactic forms, such as pronouns
or noun phrases introduced by a determiner. Children’s acquisition of the different
referring expressions is not an all-or-none process, i.e., acquired vs. not acquired,
but rather a gradual one. For instance, while some semantic-referential distinc-
tions between definite and indefinite determiners are acquired early, such as spe-
cific vs. non-specific reference or labeling vs. deictic reference, other functions like
the anaphoric function of definite determiners are acquired later on (Hickmann,
2003; Karmiloff-Smith, 1979; Maratsos, 1976).

Along with the various uses of referring expressions, children need to acquire
their formal properties, i.e., their phonological shapes and their distribution. In
child productions, positions where referring expressions are expected may be
occupied differently. They may be empty, filled with adult-like forms, contains
only nouns, or contain forms called “filler syllables” (Peters & Menn, 1993), which
are variable, “unglossable syllables” Although adult-like morphemes become pre-
dominant as mean length of utterance (MLU) increases, all of these different forms
may coexist at some point in development. To capture the gradual development of
referring expressions, we need to address the question of these early forms, which
share distributional characteristics with referring expressions.

Some authors do not take fillers into account when studying the acquisition
of referring expressions because they do not deem them to have any grammati-
cal value. For instance, Coene (2006) sees fillers as elements produced in place of
morphological units that do not carry any of their morphosyntactic features such
as number, gender and person.

In other cases, filler syllables were not taken into consideration, either because
they were disregarded during the transcription process, or because they were
excluded without dealing with their potential morphological status (Hughes &
Allen, 2013; Pine & Lieven, 1997; Schaeffer & Matthewson, 2005; Valian, Solt, &
Stewart, 2009, inter alia). The exclusion of filler syllables could be construed to
mean that their occurrence in children’s data is rare. However, several studies have
shown that fillers represent between 10% and 60% of prenominal and/or preverbal
forms, at least in French (Bassano, Maillochon, & Mottet, 2008), English (Peters &
Menn, 1993), and Greek (Christofidou & Kappa, 1998).
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In the cases where they have been studied, filler syllables have been observed
through the study of the development of grammatical morphemes (Bassano, 2000;
Frangois, Francois, Sourdot, & Sabeau-Jouannet, 1977; Grégoire, 1937; Kilani-
Schoch & Dressler, 2000; Lépez Ornat, 2001; Peters, 2001; Peters & Menn, 1993;
Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000, inter alia). Their exact nature is subject to discus-
sion, as suggested by their various labels: “article-like elements” or “schwa-forms”
(Karmiloff-Smith, 1979), “underspecified positional place holders” (Kilani-Schoch
& Dressler, 2000), “Prefixed Additional Elements” (Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000),
and “fillers or “filler syllables” (Bassano, 2000; Peters, 2001; Peters & Menn, 1993).

Several studies have focused on the variability of filler syllables. Peters (2001)
showed that their shapes vary: fillers can be realized as a single vowel, a single con-
sonant, or a syllable composed of different vowels and consonants. Fillers are also
subject to individual variation: they are not observed in all children (Lépez Ornat,
2003) and they may be used in different proportions by different children (Peters &
Menn, 1993). The onset and frequency of filler use may also differ according to the
language being acquired (Veneziano, 2014).

The uncertainty surrounding the phenomenon of fillers has raised several ques-
tions and has led to numerous studies focusing either on the development of referring
expressions or on the acquisition of morphosyntax. These studies have approached
fillers from different angles. For some, fillers are seen as a homogeneous category,
regardless of the child’s linguistic level. An example is Bottari, Cipriani, and Chilosi
(1993/94) who view fillers as “monosyllabic place holders” that possess the same syn-
tactic function as grammatical morphemes, but lack morphological and phonologi-
cal status. For other authors (Gerken, Landau, & Remez, 1990), function morphemes
are fully encoded by children, but their non-adult realizations, such as omissions or
fillers, depend on performance or “speech production limitations”. This latter per-
spective would imply that from the moment phonology is acquired, adult forms - or
at least approximated versions of adult forms without morphological marking -
should be expected in prenominal and preverbal positions. We can wonder whether
the phonological forms of fillers are indeed phonological approximations of the tar-
get morphemes or whether their forms may reflect their transitory properties as well.

Other authors (Kilani-Schoch & Dressler, 2000; Lled, 2001; Peters, 2001;
Peters & Menn, 1993; Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000, inter alia) consider fillers as mul-
tidimensional elements that are evolving from a “pre-morphological” to a (quasi-)
morphological phase (Dressler & Karpf, 1995). Initially, fillers are mostly vocalic
elements and are thought to have purely phono-prosodic properties, depend-
ing on the language’s sound and rhythmic regularities. During the second phase,
known as “proto-morphological’, filler syllables keep on being produced for pro-
sodic purposes but also start to share some characteristics with adult grammatical
morphemes, from the standpoint of both their formal and their functional
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dimension. According to Veneziano (inter alia, 2003), the transition between the
pre- and proto-morphological phases is reflected in the distribution and forms
of fillers. In the productions of two French-speaking children, this author found
that during the second phase, fillers differed as to whether they were present or
absent, and in form, depending on whether they were in front of nouns or in front
of verbs. This ongoing specialization was regarded as a sign of the construction
of noun and verb proto-categories.! In this view, the construction of grammatical
paradigms, such as pronouns and determiners, and the use of differentiated fillers
reflect the construction of clearly contrasted categories such as verbs and nouns.

In the final period, called “morphological’, the phonological form of filler syl-
lables is close enough to the adult targets to be clearly identified. Their distribution
matches the distribution of adult forms and they seem to fulfill the same functions.

In the following section, we focus on studies that have attempted to under-
stand the construction of preverbal and prenominal morphemes, and in par-
ticular, on those providing either positional and distributional, or semantic and
pragmatic, explanations to the development of pronouns, determiners, and their
filler counterparts.

1.2 Construction of the pronoun and determiner categories

Contrary to other Romance languages, in adult French, both prenominal and pre-
verbal positions are usually occupied by a morpheme. With the exception of a few
attributive uses, determiners are mandatory for common nouns both in referential
and in non-referential uses. Finite verbs are generally preceded by a pronoun, even
in dislocations, i.e., a clitic subject and/or object pronoun,? a strong demonstrative
or another pronoun such as an interrogative or indefinite pronoun. Cases where a
noun phrase acting as the subject directly precedes a verb are much less frequent
(Hickmann, 2003). In short, in their experience of adult language, children are
generally frequently exposed to the presence of a short grammatical morpheme
preceding the lexeme.

1.2.1  Positional and distributional factors in the emergence of pronouns and
determiners

For some authors who take a prosodic approach (Demuth, 2001; Demuth & Trem-

blay, 2008), early pronouns and determiners are treated as prosodic elements that

1. See, among others, Tomasello (2003) or Veneziano (2003) for a discussion about the
construction of adult syntactic categories.

2. We cannot include a linguistic discussion on the status of clitic subjects, considered either
as full pronouns and/or as affixes. For a discussion on French language acquisition, see De Cat
(2005) and Culbertson & Legendre (2008), among others.
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fill a specific language-dependent rhythmic pattern. In this approach, early func-
tion morphemes and fillers are treated together as a “phonological class” of ele-
ments that share segmental (specific consonants, reduced vowels) and prosodic
(unstressed syllables, part of a prosodic foot) properties, and as cues to segmen-
tation and labeling (Gerken, 1996; Gerken et al., 1990). The presence of these
early prelexical® forms is not part of morphological development but is related to
the acquisition of prosodic units, and their production depends on the length of
the lexeme’s phonological phrase. Before children acquire full grammatical mor-
phemes, prelexical forms are thought to appear as part of the phonological word,
together with the lexeme. In this case, they are in a weak prosodic position, and
are prosodified with the subsequent lexeme, which occupies a strong prosodic
position. Demuth and Tremblay (2008) postulate that a prelexical form and the
lexeme that follows are first prosodified as a binary foot, and so prelexical forms
would be prosodified at a higher level (such as the prosodic word). This approach
might explain why fillers and generally determiners usually occur before one- and
three-syllable lexemes (Demuth & Tremblay, 2008), although it does not explain
all occurrences (Le Mené, 2017; Le Mené & Yamaguchi, 2017). In this view, prel-
exical forms are analyzed in terms of their absence or presence for satisfying the
prosodic constraints of the language in question, but it does not explain why fillers
occur instead of determiners or pronouns, or account for the variety of phonetic
realizations of prelexical forms. Moreover, is there a difference in the production
of adult grammatical morphemes vs. that of fillers? And if their presence is depen-
dent on the syllabic length of the lexeme that follows, then shouldn’t we expect
specific lexemes to be systematically associated with prelexical forms?

Such accounts have been proposed in the literature on grammatical mor-
pheme development. For instance, in addition to the progression from a large sig-
nificant effect to a more marginal effect of the rhythm factor - mentioned above in
the discussion of filler phases — Taelman, Durieux, and Gillis (2009) also observed
that distributional factors can influence filler frequency. According to their study,
the presence of schwa-like fillers would have less to do with prenominal position
than with the words preceding the noun phrase. These “anchor words”, which are
highly associated to determiners in adult discourse, would confirm the signifi-
cance of a distributional pattern such as the lexical and syntactic frames described
by Pine and Lieven (1997). In their study, carried out with a usage-based approach
to the acquisition of syntactic categories, Pine and Lieven examined the degree of
dependency between lexemes and prelexical forms. With a focus on definite and

3. For convenience sake, prenominal and preverbal positions together will be referred to as
“prelexical positions” even though these positions do not concern lexemes other than verbs
or nouns.
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indefinite noun phrases, the authors looked at whether children’ first productions
were characterized by a high degree of determiner variation (“overlap”) in the pre-
nominal slot. Their results showed that when a noun was repeated, the propor-
tion of overlap was very low: the children tended to use particular nouns with
particular prenominal forms. These frozen phrases could demonstrate children’s
limited ability to reuse determiners across lexical contexts. In that study, however,
the authors took into account adult morphemes only and did not include fillers
and omissions in their analysis. But if a wider perspective is taken including both
adult forms (determiners and pronouns) and protoforms (omissions* and fillers),
as suggested by Salazar Orvig et al. (2013), then would we expect the same kind of
frozen uses, or would we rather expect variation phenomena to be more frequent
than repetition of the same noun phrases?

1.2.2  Semantic and pragmatic factors in the emergence of pronouns and
determiners

Formal, distributional factors are not regarded in all studies as the only factors

involved in pronoun and determiner emergence. Other studies have focused

instead on the semantic and pragmatic dimensions.

Regarding prenominal position, authors like Bassano et al. (2008) and Nasha-
wati (2010) found that determiners were used in specific semantic contexts: they
were more frequent preceding nouns referring to concrete inanimate entities than
preceding nouns referring to animate entities or abstract inanimate entities. In
addition, Bassano et al. (2008) found that omissions were mainly produced with
animates, and that proto-morphological fillers tended to be produced in contrast
to determiners and omissions preceding abstract inanimate nouns.

In a more discourse-pragmatic perspective, authors like Rozendaal & Baker
(2008) and Salazar Orvig et al. (2013), have shown that morphology and pragmat-
ics do not develop separately but jointly, and that most of the referential values of
determiners are acquired early on, around the age of three years. In contrast, other
authors (e.g., Karmiloff-Smith, 1979) argue that the plurifunctionality of deter-
miners is not fully acquired until a late period, between the ages of 8 and 12 years,
with forms being acquired in an unifunctional way.

We should point out that only a few studies on determiners have also focused
on the potential pragmatic dimension of filler syllables. For these studies, two
different approaches can be mentioned: some authors (Feldman & Menn, 2003;

4. 'The word “omission” is frequently used when a form is absent in a location where it is
expected. The use of this term may imply a process from the child’s viewpoint, which is why
we use the more neutral expression “no form” in this chapter.
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Kilani-Schoch & Dressler, 2000) addressed the issue of utterance function (in a
proto-illocutionary mode), while other authors like Salazar Orvig et al. (2008,
2013), Morgenstern (2009), and Le Mené (2017) focused on the referential dimen-
sion. By analyzing the referents’ discursive statuses, these authors showed that fill-
ers are not produced randomly but compete with omissions at first and then later,
with determiners, in relevant referential oppositions. According to the authors,
these contrasts could be the reflection of the child’s early sensitivity to the relation
between grammatical morphemes and functions.

Regarding the preverbal position, studies on the development of pronouns in
French-speaking children suggest that first-, second-, and third-person pronouns
develop differently. Some authors have shown that first-person pronouns take an
adult-like form before second- and third-person pronouns do (Ricard, Girouard,
& Gouin Décarie, 1999). Others have noted that third-person pronouns are pro-
duced in an adult-like way before first- and second-person pronouns (Belzil, 2007;
Hamann, Rizzi, & Frauenfelder, 1996). Differences in the observed developmental
patterns may derive from the methods used to collect and/or analyze the data,
but they lead to different types of explanations. To account for the earlier use of
first-person pronouns, as Ricard et al. (1999) observed, two kinds of hypotheses
have been set forth. A linguistic hypothesis, the “semantic complexity” hypoth-
esis (Clark, 1978), states that first-person pronouns are acquired earlier because
they only refer to one discourse participant, the speaker, whereas other pronouns
refer to different discourse participants or entities. Cognitive hypotheses, such
as the “speaker bias” hypothesis (Deutsch & Pechmann, 1978; Huxley, 1970), the
“theory of mind” hypothesis (Bates, 1990; Dale & Crain-Thoreson, 1993) and the
“visual-perspective-taking” hypothesis (Girouard, Ricard, & Gouin Décarie, 1997;
Loveland, 1984; Ricard et al., 1999), state that first-person pronouns are acquired
earlier because the speaker (the child him/herself) is the reference point and is
thus immediately accessible. To accurately use second- or third-person pronouns,
children need to acquire the capacity to share others’ mental or visual perspectives.
To account for an earlier use of second- or third-person pronouns, as observed
by Hamann, Rizzi, and Frauenfelder (1996), Hamann (2002), and Belzil (2007)
suggested that first-person pronouns do not need to be produced (or at least not
in an adult-like way) because the referent is a given participant in the situation
of communication and can be easily retrieved. This hypothesis is related to the
discourse-pragmatic approaches proposed to explain the presence or absence of
subjects in children’s utterances (see Allen, Hughes, & Skarabela, 2015). None of
these studies on the differentiated development of first-, second-, and third-per-
son pronouns mention the production of “filler syllables” Only Hamann (2002)
specifies that “clearly identifiable pro-forms” such as [1] or [i] for il (‘he’) and [j] for
je (T), seen as “phonetic approximations”, were counted as clitics, that schwas or
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[e] for je (T') were not counted as clitics, and that some “unidentifiable” pro-forms
were excluded. However, if fillers were taken into account as a specific category of
analysis to refer to the speaker, to the interlocutor or to discourse entities, would
the same kind of observations and conclusion be made? Should we expect the
same distribution of fillers independently of the targeted referent or can we expect,
as observed in prenominal position in terms of referential vs. non-referential con-
texts (see Le Mené, 2017), the proportion of filler syllables to vary according to the
referent?

1.3 Corpora used and outline of this chapter

In this chapter, we address some of the issues discussed above and raised in
research on filler syllables. We do so by studying forms in prelexical positions in
a large corpus of cross-sectional data and longitudinal follow-ups from French-
speaking children,® as described in Table 1. The longitudinal data is divided into
two subcorpora and concerns six children: the “longitudinal A” corpus® contains
32 sessions and includes six children, while the “longitudinal B” corpus’ contains
many more sessions with two of the children in the “longitudinal A” corpus. The
cross-sectional® and longitudinal corpora were recorded during naturally-occur-
ring dialogues of the children at home with their mother, father, siblings, or the
observer.

Table 1. Data used

Type No. of children Age range MLU range Total no. of sessions
Longitudinal A 6 1;7-2;6 1.36-3.35 32
Longitudinal B 2 1;0-4;3 1.00-7.26 37
Cross-sectional 17 2-2;4 1.30-2.96 30

5. 'This corpus was compiled from several existing sets of data; Anaé and Madeleine from the
Paris Corpus, the Childcare Corpus, the Nashawati Corpus, the Salazar Orvig corpus and the
Yamaguchi Corpus. All corpora are described in Appendix I.

6. See Appendix I: Anaé and Madeleine from the Paris corpus; Nashawati Corpus, Salazar
Orvig Corpus and Yamaguchi Corpus.

7. See Appendix I: this corpus contained more sessions from two children, Adrien (from the
Yamaguchi corpus) and Madeleine (from the Paris corpus).

8. See Appendix 1: the Childcare corpus
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Table 2. Data groups for quantitative analyses

MLU range Age range

MLU Group 1 1.32-2.00 1,7-2;5
MLU Group 2 2.02-2.50 1;10-2511
MLU Group 3 2.52-3.37 1;11-355

For the quantitative analyses, all children included in the cross-sectional and lon-
gitudinal A corpora were divided into three groups, as detailed in Table 2. The
significance of formal and functional phenomena was assessed through various
statistical analyses detailed in each section.

In Section 2, we compare the presence and absence of forms in prelexical posi-
tion in the whole corpus of longitudinal and cross-sectional data, in order to assess
the weight of fillers in children’s productions throughout development, in both the
prenominal and preverbal positions. In Sections 3 and 4, we focus on the formal
and functional properties of filler syllables to better understand their properties.
Section 3 examines the formal properties of fillers, from the phonological and dis-
tributional angles. If filler syllables were part of the next lexeme, then for phono-
prosodic or distributional reasons we would expect them to share phonological
properties with that lexeme (Section 3.1). If fillers emerge in a specific pattern
along with the lexeme that follows, be it a construction frame or a prosodic unit,
then a regular co-occurrence of fillers with specific lexemes can be expected, as
tested in Section 3.2. To further explore this issue, we focused on preverbal posi-
tions in Section 4, adopting a functional approach. More specifically, fluctuation in
the proportion of fillers is analyzed according to the type of referent. We conclude
by discussing our results in terms of the development of referring expressions.

2. Prenominal and preverbal forms at the onset of language production

2.1 Identifying the forms

Our study focuses on the possibility that fillers are precursors of referring expres-
sions. Considering that fillers emerge from positional constraints (Veneziano &
Sinclair, 2000), we identified them using strict positional criteria and disregarded
segmental and functional criteria. As for formal criteria, we took a conserva-
tive position: any form produced in a non-adult realization in a position where
a pronoun or a determiner was expected was counted as a filler, excluding unin-
terpretable forms (see below). In the literature, “phonological / phonetic approxi-
mations” of target morphemes are often seen as adult forms. This raises several
issues: first, what counts as a “phonological approximation”? If we consider the
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determiner le (‘the’) produced in an adult fashion [I8], is [8] an approximation,
since the vowel corresponds to the target vowel? Or do we consider that the miss-
ing consonant is too big of a difference from the target form? And what about [ta],
which has a consonant, but it is not the target one? Deciding a priori what a pho-
nological approximation is would have led us into a circular reasoning process,
due to our phonological analysis in Subsection 3.1. Consequently, we chose to
retain, as adult forms, only those forms that do correspond phonetically to adult
forms. Another issue brought up by the concept of “phonological approximation”
concerns their nature. This term may imply that while the morphological, distri-
butional, and functional features of the target forms are present, the phonological
component is still in the process of acquisition. In order to be sure of this, we
need to analyze the child’s whole phonological system, to see whether phonology
is indeed in the process of acquisition. To answer this question in Subsection 3.1,
we need to identify these forms specifically, frequently labeled as “phonological
approximations” in order to compare them with the child’s phonological system.

This conservative position was adopted for all of our data, so as to stay as close
as possible to the description of forms and avoid the risk of overinterpreting the
data. Our first step was to identify the forms. All prelexical positions were coded.
Similar codings were adopted for (proto)-nouns and (proto-)verbs. In order to
get the clearest picture of the distribution of forms, cases where the grammatical
morpheme was not mandatory were excluded, i.e., all potentially licensed cases
of a null determiner in proper nouns and quasi-proper nouns (maman, ‘mommy’,
papa, daddy’) as well as some non-referential uses for nouns, and all infinitive and
imperative forms of verbs. Three common categories (no forms, fillers, and target
grammatical forms) were defined; the preverbal position needed two additional
categories (amalgams and other adult forms).

No-form: No-forms occurred when proto-nouns or proto-verbs were pre-
ceded neither by a filler nor by a lexical or grammatical morpheme, as in Exam-
ples 1 and 2, respectively.

(1) Clément, 2;3, MLU 2.96°
Cle [e sa? vwaty ?]
‘et ¢a? voiture ¥ ‘and that? car?’

9. Example captions indicate the name of the child, his/her age (years; months) and the Mean
Length of Utterance (MLU) for the cited session. The first three letters of the child’s first name
are given in lowercase (e.g. Cle for Clément), Fat stands for father and Obs for observer. When
the children’s utterances are transcribed phonetically (between square brackets [ ]), the inter-
pretation in French is given in inverted commas. An approximate English translation is also
given between inverted commas. Braces indicate uncertaintranscriptions or alternative inter-
pretations. {X} stands for uninterpretable or inaudible segments. In the interpretations and
translations, ‘F’ stands for a filler syllable, ‘/’ stands for a pause, ‘S’ marks overlapping segments.
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(2) Madeleine, 1511, MLU 2.62
Mad  [fejceisi]
‘fait rien ici’ ‘does nothing here’
Note that a no-form preceding a verb does not necessarily correspond to a null

subject (or zero pronoun). For instance, in Example 3 the verb is followed by an
overt referring expression, which is the subject of the utterance.'®

(3) Elodie, 2;2, MLU 2.02
Elo [pati la dame]
‘pa(r)tie la dame’ ‘gone the lady

Filler: A filler was defined as an additional vowel or syllable preceding a proto-
noun or a proto-verb, as in Examples 4 and 5, respectively.

(4) Margaux, 2;3, MLU 2.62

Mar  [afcef]
‘F singe’11 ‘F monkey’
(5) Daniel, 2;0, MLU 2.02
Dan [atu]
‘F tou(rne)’ ‘F turns’

Amalgam: In some cases, as shown by Kilani and Dressler (2000), a sequence
formed by a vowel and a verb can be interpreted either as filler + verb or as no-
form + verb. This phenomenon concerns verbs such as étre (‘be’) or avoir (‘have’)
used as full verbs, as in Example 6, or as auxiliaries.

(6) Madeleine, 1;9, MLU 2.0
Mad [epce]

‘A peu(r)1? “A afraid’

Such phenomena correspond to the evolution of the preverbal position, as shown
by Veneziano and Clark (2016). However, because our focus was the presence
vs. absence of a precursor of a referring expression, we needed to be cautious in
our interpretation. Therefore, we preferred not to count them either as fillers or

10. This could be regarded as a proto-dislocation, with the clitic resumptive subject trun-
cated (De Cat, 2007; see also Chapter 6, Klein, Jullien, & Fox, 2021).

1. In the French and English interpretations of the children’s utterances ‘F’ stands for a filler
syllable.

12. In the French and English interpretations of the children’s utterances ‘A’ stands for a
potential amalgam.
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no-forms. A conservative position was adopted, which is why they were set apart
from both fillers and no-forms. We called them amalgams.!?

Target form: Target forms occurred when adult-like forms preceded nouns
and verbs. All determiners (definite, indefinite, possessive, and demonstrative
determiners) were included in this single category. In preverbal position, target
forms included both clitic personal pronouns (all persons), as in Example 7, and
clitic demonstrative pronoun in the cest construction, as in Example 8. Full left
and right dislocations were included in this category when the clitic resumptive
pronoun clearly preceded the verb, as in Example 9.

(7) Julien, 2;3, MLU 1.92
Jul [ele kase]
‘elle est cassée’ ‘it is broken’

(8) Clément, 2;3, MLU 2.28

Clé [se de fleer?] ((Clé essaye de ((Clé tries to put a piece into
mettre une piéce du puzzle)) the puzzle))
‘cest des fleurs?’ ‘is it flowers?’

(9) Pauline, 2;3, MLU 2.52
Pau [me mwa 3vulede zjo]
‘mais moi j(e) voulais des yeux’ but me I wanted eyes’

Other adult form: Other adult forms were identified when a proto-verb was
preceded by a lexical form,'* as in Example 10, or a strong pronoun (personal,
demonstrative, possessive, indefinite, interrogative or relative), as in Example 11.

(10) Daniel, 2;3, MLU 2.5

Dan [oto egaje]
‘auto est garée’ car is parked’

(11) Rémi, 2;3, MLU 1.32
Rém [samai[ sama?]
‘ca marche ¢a marche?’ ‘it works it works?’

In some cases, the prelexical forms could not be transcribed or interpreted, as in
[tate dadade defoge] where only the proto-verb [defoge] (défoncé/er’ - smashed/to

13. However, for practical reasons, in the other chapters of this book amalgams were in-
cluded in the filler category.

14. This lexical form was analyzed for the prenominal position also.
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smash’) could be interpreted. In other cases, it was difficult to assign an
interpretation to the form preceding the filler or the amalgam, as in [siim
adone mo] (XX a donné moi’ - XX gave me’). All these cases were coded as
uncertain (UNCT).

Inter-coder agreement was computed for 10% of the corpus. The score was
95.81 and Cohen’s kappa was 0.95. Distribution differences across the MLU groups
were computed using a Kruskal-Wallis test.

2.2 Results

Tables 3 and 4 present the distribution of prenominal and preverbal forms, respec-
tively. In each table, “total %” indicates the percentage of each type of form (Target
forms, Fillers, No-forms, etc) for the total number of occurrences in all sessions
for each MLU group. For each type of form the minimum and the maximum per-
centages indicate the range of values for calculating the distribution of forms in
each session.

Table 3. Distribution (in percentage) of forms in the prenominal position (total for all
sessions, and maximum and minimum values), by MLU group

Target forms Fillers No-forms Uncertain N=
Total % Range of % Total % Range of % Total % Range of % Total %

Min Max Min Max Min Max

All MLU 39.4 30.2 29.1 1.3 3411
groups

MLUGR1 173 0.0 500 388 5.6 75.0 42.5 11.1  66.0 1.4 856
MLUGR2 345 8.5 100.0 33.0 0.0 70.7 30.9 0.0 53.6 1.6 1135
MLU GR3 56.6 20.0 875 229 0.0 56.9 19.6 53 556 1.0 1420

Tables 3 and 4 show that target forms increased as MLU increased, both in the pre-
nominal position (Kruskal-Wallis rank sum for the three MLU groups; X2 :22.42,
df:2 p <.001) and in the preverbal position (Kruskal-Wallis rank sum for the three
MLU groups; X2 :12.28, df:2 p = .002). Moreover, the comparison of target forms in
the preverbal and prenominal positions did not yield a significant difference (Wil-
coxon, U: 658, df:1, p = .1272). In contrast, the percentage of no-forms decreased,
both in the prenominal position (Kruskal-Wallis rank sum for the three MLU
groups; x*:14.99, df:2 p < .001) and in the preverbal position (Kruskal-Wallis rank
sum for the three MLU groups; x? :8.78, df:2 p =.012). In the preverbal position,
there was no significant difference for other adult forms. Individual differences
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Table 4. Distribution (in percentage) of forms in the preverbal position (total for all sessions, and
maximum and minimum values), by MLU group

Other Uncer-
adult forms  Target forms Fillers Amalgams No-forms tain N=

Total Range Total Range Total Range Total Range Total Range
% of % %  of % % of % % of% % of% Total %

Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max

AIMLU 6.7 42.7 22.1 12.8 15.0 0.7 4053
groups

MLUGR1 4.1 0.0 23,5 27.2 0.0 75.0 26.9 4.4 649 17.0 0.0 61.5 242 0.0 66.7 0.7 607
MLUGR2 6.9 0.0 50.0 35.6 2.3 86.7 26.3 0.0 69.4 143 0.0 28.0 162 0.0 46.2 0.7 1214
MLUGR3 7.2 0.0 20.8 50.8 15.2 96.0 18.6 0.0 43.5 10.9 0.0 22.0 11.2 0.0 234 0.8 2232

(see min and max in Table 4) and category heterogeneity probably account for this
lack of significance.

Notably, according to Tables 3 and 4, fillers occurred in 30% of the prenominal
positions and 22% of the preverbal positions. Moreover, individual data showed
that all children used fillers during the period observed - generally in both posi-
tions, but only in the prenominal position for three children.

Fillers paint a complex picture, however, since there was no significant dif-
ference between the MLU groups, whether for the prenominal position (Kruskal-
Wallis rank sum test for the three MLU groups, p = .106 and p = .258 for MLU2 vs.
MLU3) or for the preverbal position (Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test for the three
MLU groups, p =.114 and p = .706 for MLU2 vs. MLU3). However, considering
previous studies on filler use in French (Bassano, 2015) for the prenominal posi-
tion, a linear development is not expected: fillers can be expected to first describe
a rising curve and to then decline when adult forms begin to increase. One expla-
nation for the variability observed in our cross-sectional data, notwithstanding
the consistency in terms of age, could be that not all children are necessarily at the
same point in their morphological development. If this were the case, we should
observe rising then falling curves in the longitudinal corpus, although not neces-
sarily at the same ages. Let us look at two different cases (from the six longitudinal
follow-ups). Figure 1 presents the distributions of adult targets and fillers, by age
for the two children.
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Figure 1. Distribution (in percentage) of target forms and fillers in the prenominal and
preverbal positions by age in months for two longitudinal follow-ups

Figure 1 shows that the two children exhibited different patterns even though
their curves for target forms are rising and their curves for fillers (and amalgams)
exhibit complementary shapes. Moreover, prenominal and preverbal fillers do not
follow similar developmental curves for the same child: they do not reach the same
values, do not have the same shapes, and their peaks and dips do not occur at the
same time. For Adrien, preverbal fillers were already numerous at the beginning
of the observations, continued to increase until he was 31 months old, and then
began to decrease when adult target forms appeared. He also has a neat inverted
V curve for prenominal fillers (with a peak at 35 months). Madeleine showed the
opposite pattern with a clearly declining curve for prenominal fillers, suggesting
that these fillers had reached their maximum frequency at the study onset (when
she was 19 months old) and could do nothing but decrease in the months that fol-
lowed. For her, however, preverbal fillers declined more slowly than prenominal
ones.

2.3 Discussion and tentative conclusion

A first glimpse at the distribution of forms in the prelexical position suggests that
the children in our study were in the midst of a transitional period, with a rather
large number of target forms and also no-forms and fillers in both the prenominal
and the preverbal position. This first result confirms the finding that such a transi-
tion is prevalent in the acquisition of French and needs to be taken into account
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when considering the emergence of referring expressions. Moreover, the fact
that we studied 59 sessions suggests that fillers are a pervasive phenomenon in
French for the prenominal and preverbal positions alike. At the same time, this
phenomenon was not homogenous here, whether on categorical grounds or
on individual ones.

Two parallel issues now need to be investigated. We need not only to further
examine the conditions under which fillers are used or not used, by focusing on
their formal and distributional features but also we need to understand their fluc-
tuations. Certainly, individual variability can be seen as a relevant factor but the
individual sessions differed not only in chronological terms but also with respect
to the activities carried out and the discourse topics discussed.!® It is therefore nec-
essary to look at other factors accounting for this heterogeneity. Is this heteroge-
neity due to lexical factors (are fillers lexically specific) or do they vary according
to functional factors, in which case they would be proto-grammatical in nature?

3. Formal and distributional properties of filler syllables

This section examines the formal properties of fillers, by focusing first on their
phonological properties and then on their distributional features.

3.1 Specific phonological properties of fillers

Fillers may vary in form from a single vowel or a single consonant to a syllable com-
posed of various vowels and consonants. So far, however, variations in the form
of fillers have only been studied in terms of their vocalic content (e.g. Veneziano,
2003; Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000).

The present study focuses on a less-studied phonological aspect of filler sylla-
bles: consonant content. While several studies of fillers have dealt with consonants
(Feldman & Menn, 2003; Peters & Menn, 1993; Taelman et al., 2008, inter alia),
few have compared them to the acquisition path of consonants in lexical words
by the same children, which is the case in the present study. In lexemes, vowels
are often acquired earlier and are more stable earlier than are consonants (Rose
& Wauquier-Gravelines, 2007). By contrast, the various stages of consonantal

15. In Chapter 9, de Weck, Hassan, Heurdier, Klein, & Salagnac (2021) and in Chapter 10,
Vinel, Salazar Orvig, de Weck, Nashawati, & Rahmati (2021) address the impact of activity
and speech genre on the use of referring expressions. In Chapter 3, Da Silva-Genest, Marcos,
Salazar Orvig, Caét, & Heurdier (2021) consider the influence of the subject position on the
use of weak forms (including fillers) versus strong forms.
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development need to be studied longitudinally over many months and even years.
The study of consonants realized in filler syllables can be compared to that of con-
sonants realized in lexemes, in terms of age of acquisition but also in terms of
developmental path. This could provide phonological insight into the nature of
fillers. In line with the various hypotheses about the nature of fillers detailed in
the introduction of this chapter, we will try to answer three main questions about
consonant realizations.

The first question follows from the “performance view” (Gerken et al., 1990)
stating that non-adult realizations of grammatical morphemes may be due to pro-
duction limitations. If this is the case, then these limitations could show up in two
different ways. First, if a given consonant is not produced by the child due to artic-
ulatory reasons, then it should be absent from all words, including lexical words.
Second - in the light of the literature on phonological acquisition - realizations
of unacquired phonemes should be phonologically close to the target phonemes
(for French acquisition, see dos Santos, 2007; Rose & Wauquier-Gravelines, 2007;
Yamaguchi, 2012, inter alia). Thus, we ask whether consonants appear in fillers at
the same time as they occur in lexemes, and whether non-target-like consonants
are a phonological approximation of the target morpheme.

The second question is in line with the “prosodic view” (Demuth, 2001;
Gerken, 1994) whereby filler syllables are produced for prosodic reasons. In this
view, the question of form of fillers is often ignored; emphasis is instead placed on
whether fillers are absent or present, irrespective of their segmental content.

However, language acquisition studies focusing on interactions between pros-
ody and segments, such as Rose (2000) or Goad (1997, 2001), suggest that the seg-
mental content of a weak prosodic position is often a copy of the segmental content
of the strong prosodic position within the same prosodic domain. For instance, in
CVCV words, where the last syllable occupies the head of a foot according to these
authors, we generally observe regressive consonant harmony (hereafter abbrevi-
ated CH), as illustrated in Example 12.

(12) Clara, 1;03, from Rose (2000)
[babu:] ‘debout’ /debu/ ‘standing’
[bapae:] ‘Gaspard’ /gaspas/ (name)

If fillers are prosodified with the subsequent lexeme as belonging to a weaker posi-
tion, then shouldn’t they be subject to CH with the subsequent consonant? That is
the focus of our second question.

The third question takes the “developmental” view (Bassano et al.,, 2008;
Kilani-Schoch & Dressler, 2000; Lled, 2001; Peters & Menn, 1993; Salazar Orvig
etal., 2013; Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000, inter alia) according to which fillers evolve
from prosodic entities into precursors of grammatical units. In this view, fillers are
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not full grammatical units, and their form should reflect this incompleteness. Pho-
nologically, this would translate into underspecified phonological features, which
would be realized as unmarked segmental content (Avery & Rice, 1989). If so, are
consonants in fillers realized as unmarked segments?

Below, we begin by presenting the method we used to answer these three ques-
tions. Then we analyze the different types of consonants that appear in prenominal
and preverbal forms. At the end of this subsection, the predictions are discussed in
the light of the results obtained.

3.1 Method

We analyzed consonant realizations in filler syllables located in strict prenominal
and preverbal slots for the extended sessions of Madeleine and Adrien (“longitu-
dinal B” corpus, see Section 1.3). Overall, 1405 filler consonants were analyzed,
using the PHON'® software (Rose & MacWhinney, 2014). We compared these
realizations with the consonant realizations in lexical words, for the same children
and the same sessions, presented in Yamaguchi (2012).

In the present study, we looked in particular at the syllable onset position and
we only selected filler syllables composed of a consonant-vowel form (hereafter
abbreviated CV). We confined our analyses to productions where the expected
grammatical words begin with /I/ and /3/, for two reasons. First, these are fre-
quent consonants in French grammatical words: in the definite masculine singular
and feminine singular determiners le, la (both translated as the’) and in the first-
person subject pronoun je (T). Second, these consonants are very different pho-
nologically: they belong to different natural classes, and they do not share many
distinctive features. Moreover, they are not acquired at the same time in lexical
words (Yamaguchi, 2012). The expected grammatical words were identified on the
basis of situational and referential cues, and based on morphological agreement
with the following lexeme.!”

3.1.2  Results

3.1.2.1 Accurate realizations of consonants and consonant harmonies

First, we classified the realization of consonants in the prelexical position as
expected consonants, CHs and other consonants. Figure 2 and Figure 3 present
the results for /1/ grammatical words and Figure 4 and Figure 5 present the results
for the expected je (T), where capital Z stands for [3].

16. The PHON software allows alignment and phonetic transcription of media-based data,
and facilitates the phonological analysis of transcriptions. For more information, see https://
www.phon.ca/phontrac

17. Examples of identification are provided in Section 4 for je (T’).
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Figure 2. Types of consonants in prenominal forms where le or la (‘the’) was expected
(Adrien)
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Figure 3. Types of consonants in prenominal forms where le or la (‘the’) was expected
(Madeleine)
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Figure 4. Types of consonants in preverbal forms where je (‘') was expected (Adrien)
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Figure 5. Types of consonants in preverbal forms where je (‘') was expected (Madeleine)

As seen in the above figures, CH represents a small proportion of the consonant
realizations by both children, and is used in both the preverbal and the prenomi-

nal positions. Both of these patterns contradict the prosodic hypothesis.

As for the expected realizations, in the prenominal positions, [1]-forms repre-
sented a large proportion of the realizations, in both fillers and adult forms. How-
ever, between 1;11 and 3;9, 20% of Adrien’s forms began with other consonants,
and between 1;4 and 1;11, 31% of Madeleine’s forms began with other consonants.
In the preverbal position, the numbers differed from those in the prenominal
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position. Most preverbal forms began with a consonant other than the expected
/3/, as Figure 4 and Figure 5 show. These results nevertheless support the syntactic
hypothesis: most of the consonants in CV fillers were not realized as expected,
which might be explained by a phonological deficit. To verify this hypothesis, we
looked at the unexpected realizations of consonants in fillers.

3.1.2.2  Inaccurate realizations of consonants in lexemes and in prelexical forms
Even if a child has a phonological deficit, consonant realization is not random. In
lexemes, before a consonant is produced accurately, it is realized in a phonologi-
cally approximate version (for instance, see dos Santos, 2007; Rose & Wauquier-
Gravelines, 2007; Yamaguchi, 2012 for French).

As shown in Table 5, Adrien’s realizations of /1/ at the syllabic onset of lexemes
consisted mostly of the consonant [j] and CHs, out of the 29 inaccurate realiza-
tions of /1/. Only two occurrences of [t] and one of [d] were realized when /1/ was
targeted in lexemes. Madeleine had only four inaccurate realizations of /1/, with
2 occurences of [d], one of [j] and one CH. We compared these realizations with
unexpected consonant realizations in fillers. In the following tables, each kind of
unexpected realization is shown as a percentage of the total number of unexpected
realizations (indicated in the last column).

Table 5. Percentages of unexpected realizations of /1/ in lexical words and in prenominal
fillers, across all sessions

Realizations [j] % [n] % [t] % [d] % CH % N
A Lexemes 44 - 7 3 44 29

Fillers 6.25 2.5 17.5 61.25 12.5 79
M Lexemes 25 - - 50 25 4

Fillers 6 6 80 4 4 50

In prenominal fillers where /1/ was expected, consonant realizations consisted
mostly of the oral stops [t] and [d] for both children, adding up to about 80% of
the unexpected consonant occurrences (Example 13). These consonants cannot be
considered as phonological approximations of /1/, since they share few phonologi-
cal feature values in French. Even though they share place of articulation, /t/ and
/d/ are obstruents while /1/ is a sonorant, and they are stops while /1/ is continuous
and produced with a lateral airflow. From a phonological point of view, realizing
[t] or [d] for /1/ in French is surprising. Consonants that are phonologically closer
to /1/ - like [j], which differs from /1/ only by the [tlateral] feature, or [n], which
shares 60% of its feature values with /1/ — accounted for only a small proportion of
the unexpected realizations in prenominal filler syllables.
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(13) Madeleine, 1;7, MLU 1.85
Mad [ta kle]
F ¢ F key’

Let us now turn to the unexpected realizations of the consonant /3/. Since /3/ is
acquired late, we found a substantial proportion of non-[3] realizations. Instead
of collapsing all the sessions together, we divided them into two phases in which
particular patterns of consonant realizations emerged, as shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Percentage of unexpected realizations of /3/ in lexical words and in preverbal
fillers

Coronal  [d] [v] [t] [k] [n] [j] Q] [w] [m] [¥] CH N
fricatives%o % % % % % % % % % % %

Lexemes 46.5 20.5 1.1 1.1 29.5 1.1 88
A, 2;2-3;11

Fillers 12 42.7 0.4 6.4 0.8 0.4 239 0.4 32 197

Lexemes 42.4 18.2 6 44
A, 4;0-4;3

Fillers 49 373 2 9.8 2 51

Lexemes 88.9 11.1 9
M, 1;7-1;11

Fillers 3.6 3.6 357 7.1 42.8 3.6 3.6% 28

Lexemes 0
M, 2;1-2;8

Fillers 91.1 2.8 1.2 06 0.6 22 0.3 322

In lexical words, the most frequent unexpected realization of /3/ for both children
was a coronal fricative, which shares many phonological features with /z/ (man-
ner and place). These are shown in boldface in Table 6. Coronal fricatives (in our
data: [z], [f], [¢], [¢], [d3], [t[], [te], [s], [dz]) are a phonological approximation
of /3/, which is a complex consonant bearing marked feature values. The realiza-
tion of a lexical /3/ via a coronal fricative was stable during the different time
periods.

In contrast, for preverbal positions where /3/ was expected, different patterns
emerged over time. In Adrien’s case, the first unexpected realization of /3/ was
[d], followed by the [j] realization. These realizations are different from the lexical
words at the same age, where /3/ is realized by a close consonant nearly 50% of
the time. During a second phase, starting at age 4;0 for Adrien, consonant realiza-
tions followed the same pattern in preverbal fillers and in lexemes, with a coronal
fricative being produced in both cases. Madeleine exhibited a different develop-
ing pattern of unexpected realizations, beginning with a substantial proportion of
the sonorants [1] and [n], which share few phonological features with /3/, before
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evolving to a majority of coronal fricatives from the age of 2;1. Both children began
by non-approximations of target consonants and then used coronal fricatives.

These results suggest that, at least at an early phase, the consonants found in
CV fillers are not approximations of the target consonants /l/ and /3/. In prenomi-
nal positions where le or la (‘the’) was expected, the consonants consisted mostly
of [t, d], which are phonologically far from /1/, and in preverbal positions where je,
and maybe tu (‘you’) was expected, [j, d, 1, n] were produced the most.

3.1.3 Discussion and tentative conclusion

We discuss these results in the light of the questions asked in Section 3.1. For the
first question, we can say that the non-adult realizations were not phonologically
close to the expected consonant in prelexical slots, invalidating the performance
view. Moreover, although /1/ was realized accurately in all lexemes at 2;4 for Adrien
and at 1;6 for Madeleine, it was not realized in expected prenominal forms. The
same holds true for /7/: Madeleine’s [3] realizations, for example, are a minor part
of her preverbal forms, even though she had acquired /3/ several months earlier in
lexemes. These results rule out the performance hypothesis: if grammatical mor-
phemes are not realized in an adult fashion, it is not due to a production limita-
tion. Moreover, these results question the concept of phonological approximation
of filler syllables: if children are able to produce accurate target consonants in lex-
emes, then why are target consonants still approximated in prelexical forms? This
phonological approximation suggests that prelexical forms are not fully stable, or
not fully specified phonologically, and thus are still transitory forms. The possible
influence of prosodically weak positions on the phonological form of prelexical
forms remains to be investigated in further studies.

Our second question asked whether the realization of fillers would depend on
the subsequent lexeme, as prosodic approaches suggest. In this view, fillers are an
extension of the next lexeme, because they are part of the same prosodic unit. This
tight relation should be visible via consonant harmony. However, CH represented
a small proportion of the prelexical forms, and most of the consonants in filler
syllables had variable realizations. This variability cannot be explained in terms of
the form of the specific targeted morpheme, nor in terms of the segmental content
of the next lexeme.

Finally, a particular set of consonants occurred frequently in the early
prelexical fillers. These consonants, namely [t, d, j, n], share a coronal place of
articulation, which is considered to be the phonologically unmarked place of
articulation (Avery & Rice, 1989; Paradis & Prunet, 1991), especially in French
(Yamaguchi, 2012). As for manner of articulation, we found two stops, which are
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the unmarked counterparts of obstruents, and [j] and [n], which are unmarked
compared to the other sonorant /I/. We suggest that these unmarked consonants
are phonologically underspecified, in accordance with the developmental view.
While our study focused on consonants, it should be noted that earlier studies
on vowels confirmed the developmental perspective for fillers. For instance, in
Venezianos (2003) study, at an early phase fillers consisted of the vowels /a, e,
9/, which are unmarked as well (Jakobson, 1941). In the developmental view, the
transitional status of filler syllables may be reflected as an underspecified conso-
nant and vowel realization: they are not realized in the same way as are phono-
logical segments in lexical sounds, but they are not fully specified phonologically
either.

3.2 Are fillers lexically specific?

Fillers were realized with a specific set of consonants, which cannot be explained
by a phonological deficit or by the subsequent lexeme’s initial consonant. However,
fillers could still be interpreted as lexically specific. One might consider, following
usage-based studies (Pine, Freudenthal, Krajewski, & Gobet, 2013; Pine & Lieven
1997, for determiners), that in the first phases of development, children do not
possess adult-like syntactic categories, and prenominal and preverbal forms are
not productively combined with lexical items but belong to various construction
frames. Therefore, forms in the prelexical position can be expected to be system-
atically associated to specific lexical types. This would still be consistent with the
lexical and prosodic hypotheses.

Since each session included in our corpus did not necessarily involve the same
lexical types (lemmas), we wondered whether the irregular results observed in
Section 2.3 could be explained by a formulaic association between fillers (or target
forms) and lexical items.

3.21  Coding

In order to investigate this issue, we used the cross-sectional corpus and the lon-
gitudinal A corpus described in Table 1 and we considered three possible types of
occurrence'® for each lexical item used in the same session. In the single occur-
rence case, the lexical item occurred only once in the session. In the same group-
ing case, the lexical item was associated with one or more forms belonging to the
same group, i.e. adult forms (determiners for nouns or clitic pronouns for verbs),

18. This is not a classical overlap analysis like the ones conducted by Pine and Lieven (1997).
Cases classified under same grouping can still be overlapping.
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no-forms, or fillers. Example 14 shows a verb associated only with fillers through-
out the session.

(14)  Adrien, 2;11, MLU 2.45

Fat non non non casse pas ‘no no no don't break Adrien
Adrien on va les we're going to put them inside,
remettre dedans, non ! don’t I

Adr [tikag] [ekag] [ekas ekas]

‘F casse F casse F casse ‘F break F break F break
F casse’ F break’

In the fluctuation case, the lemma was associated with at least two different cat-
egories of prenominal or preverbal forms, such as a no-form and a filler, or an
adult form and a filler, etc. Example 15 illustrates a case of fluctuation between
three categories.

(15)  Alice2, 2;3, MLU 2.44
Alice and her mother are building a castle
Ace28 [mwa / feg [ato // is / isi]

‘moi / faire chateau // {X} / ici’ ‘me / make castle / {X} / here’
(...)
Ace30  [mwa 2si mwa sisi fe &fato]

‘moi aussi moi aussi/celui-ci ‘me too me too/this one

fais un chéateaw’ make a castle’

(..)

Ace32 [vwala/ mofenonono {xx} /
wej // mwa 3vee kujys gfato
la/// vala / jek tu se fini / so

Jato]

‘voila / {XX XXXX XX} / ‘there / {{XX XXXX

{XX} // moi je veux XX}/ {XX} // T want
co(nstr)uire F chateau la to build F castle there

/1] voila / {XX} /// there / {XX} all it’s done /
tout cest fini / ce chateau’ this castle’

3.2.2  Results

Table 7 presents the distribution in percentages of the noun and verb lemmas
according to the degree of variation of forms in the prelexical position. In the
table, “total %” indicates the percentage of each type of occurrence for the total
number of occurrences of all sessions. For each type of occurrence the minimum
and maximum percentages indicate the range of values when calculating the dis-
tribution of lemmas in each session.
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Table 7. Distribution (in percentage) of the noun and verb lemmas according to the
types of occurrences in the prelexical position (total for all sessions, and maximum and
minimum values)

Single occurrence Same grouping Fluctuation N

Total % Rangeof% Total % Rangeof % Total % Range of %

Min Max Min Max Min Max

Noun lemmas  50.5 20.0 833 22.8 0.0 66.7 26.6 0.0 60.0 1292
Verb lemmas 46.1 0.0 80.0 21.3 0.0 100.0 32.6 0.0 750 848

The results are quite similar for nouns and verbs. If we exclude the fact that
between 46% and 50% of the lemmas occurred only once per session,'” Table 7
shows that when proto-verbs or proto-nouns occurred more than once in a ses-
sion, the children did not necessarily use them with the same category of prel-
exical forms. There was no significant difference between the same grouping and
fluctuation cases.

For both nouns and verbs, fluctuation was mildly negatively correlated to
the frequency of adult forms (ps: —0.3579, p = .00538 for nouns, and ps:—0.3639,
p =.0046 for verbs). Even though the correlation was not very strong, this con-
firms a developmental trend: the more children use target forms, the more stabi-
lized their use of prenominal and preverbal forms.

Another question must be answered here: Were fillers involved more often
when a lemma was used with different prenominal forms (fluctuation) than when
it was used with the same kind of form (same grouping)? In Table 8 we present, for
the prenominal and preverbal positions, the lemmas presenting fluctuation and
the lemmas occurring with the same kind of prelexical form, either a target form,
a no-form, or a filler (same grouping). This last group of lemmas was divided into
two groups: cases involving fillers and cases involving forms other than fillers,
either adult forms or no-forms (no fillers).

Table 8 shows that fluctuation involved a high percentage of fillers. In con-
trast, the absence of fluctuation mostly involved target forms and a few no-
forms. The absence of fluctuation was generally associated with systematic uses
of adult forms (which could be different target forms, insofar as the absence of
fluctuation does not correspond to the absence of overlap) whereas the presence
of fillers clearly pointed to a transitional process during which the children tried
combining different forms with the lexical items. At the same time, the fact that

19. Salazar Orvig et al. (2013) showed that most nouns are used only once in a session. In
accordance with discursive continuity, children use other devices to refer to the same entities
in subsequent utterances.
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Table 8. Distribution (in percentage) of noun and verb lemmas associated (or not) to
fillers, according to whether or not fluctuation was present in the prenominal and
preverbal positions

Fluctuation Same grouping N
Including Not Total F Fillers Adult No-forms Total Same
fillers % including luctuation % forms % grouping
fillers % % % %

Noun 70.93 29.07 53.83 22.71 51.8 25.42 46.17 639
lemmas

Verb 62.68 37.32 60.39 22.10 4530 32.60 39.61 457
lemmas

the same grouping case was not the dominant case and that fillers were mainly
involved in fluctuation further suggests that they are not lexically specific. Other

factors seem to be just as likely to affect the way prelexical positions are filled by
children.

3.3 Tentative conclusion

The results presented in this section paint a rather complex picture of the emer-
gence of grammatical referring expressions in the prenominal and preverbal
positions. The results reported in Section 2 exhibited considerable heterogeneity
in the proportions of fillers (both with respect to no-forms and with respect to
adult forms) that were not correlated with the children’s linguistic development.
One possible explanation could lie in individual styles (Peters & Menn, 1993).
However, this factor alone cannot account for the fact that the evolution from
null forms to adult forms followed an irregular curve. Note that the results of
this section showed that fillers were more often than not associated with fluc-
tuation. Not only were they not lexically specific but their presence cannot be
fully explained by formal factors (lexical items or syllabic structures). Moreover,
the children’s non-adult realization of filler syllables was neither due to a phono-
logical deficit nor to consonant harmony with the following lexeme. In fact, the
analysis of the consonants in fillers showed that their realization was different
from that of consonants in lexemes, and that their underspecification suggests a
transitional status.?

20. In order to have a more complete picture of these uses, it would be necessary to compare
the distributional properties of fillers with those of determiners and pronouns in the input.
Even though, in Chapter 7, Marcos, Salazar Orvig, da Silva-Genest, & Heurdier (2021) par-
tially address this issue, a specific study should be devoted to it.
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4. Functional dimensions of filler syllables

A final question needs to be addressed: If fillers are a transitional phenomenon,
do they have functional properties? Can referential features explain fluctuation?
In this section, we explore a first aspect of possible functional/pragmatic values.!
Are fillers preferentially used in certain referential contexts? This question has
already been discussed for the prenominal position. For instance, the study by
Salazar Orvig et al. (2013) on the acquisition of definite and indefinite determin-
ers showed that when indefinite determiners are not yet fully acquired, children
tend to produce more fillers or omissions than definite determiners in contexts
where indefinites would be expected (particularly in non-referential contexts). By
analyzing distributional and functional factors together, Le Mené (2017) and Le
Mené and Yamaguchi (2017) also found that fillers and omissions were more fre-
quent in non-referential contexts than in referential ones and, simultaneously, that
the first adult forms were more frequent in referential contexts. More specifically,
the authors showed that definite determiners and fillers containing consonants
appeared more often than indefinite determiners and fillers containing vowels for
referential and particular discourse objects. These initial contrasted uses suggest
that referential features may influence not only the choice of adult morphemes but
also the way children make use of transitional forms such as filler syllables. In the
current study, we tried to answer the same question by focusing this time on the
preverbal position. If fillers are precursors of grammatical units, as we suggest, fill-
ers in the preverbal position could be precursors of personal subject pronouns and
as such, may vary according to the topic of the utterance.

This new analysis was conducted on the cross-sectional corpus and the lon-
gitudinal A corpus of 60 sessions presented in Tables 1 and 2. Considering that in
adult language, the topic of the utterance has a high probability of being the subject
and thus to be in preverbal position, we identified the topic (discourse participants
such as speaker or addressee, or discourse entities) of the utterances. However,
we were faced with a methodological problem, since, as emerging devices, fillers
are indeterminate with respect to the type of target pronoun. In order to identify
the topic of the utterance, we relied on cues other than the form of the preverbal
unit. Three main criteria were thus taken into account, as illustrated below with
reference to the self: children’s actions or gestures in context, as in Example 16,
previous mention of the referent, as in Example 17 and parents’ reactions to the
child’s utterances, as in Example 18.

21. In Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest et al. (2021) look more thoroughly at the attentional and
discursive status of the entities referred to when fillers are used.
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(16) Madeleine, 1;10, MLU 2.1
Madeleine is standing up with a coffee cup from her tea set in her hands.
Mad  [ipot]
‘F porte’ ‘F carry’

(17) Madeleine, 1;10, MLU 2.1
Madeleine is showing her tiger headband to the observer.
Obs tu mets tes oreilles ? ‘will you put your ears on?’
Mad  [jo me lezozej]
‘F mets les oreilles’ ‘F put the ears on’

(18) Madeleine, 1;10, MLU 2.1
Madeleine starts climbing the stairs.
Mad  [a3€3e le loo]

‘F chercher lest la/haut’ ‘F go get, it’s upstairs’
Mad  [a3€3e]
‘F che(r)cher’ ‘F go get’
Obs tu vas le chercher ? ‘are you going to go get it?’

Following Benveniste (1966), we distinguished four categories of referents: SELF,
ADDRESSEE, WE (self and addressee), and DISCOURSE ENTITIES. In some cases, the
preverbal form of the utterance was categorized as non-referential. In other cases,
we could not identify a specific referent or determine whether or not the use was
referential. The latter cases were excluded from this new analysis, which explains
the differences between the counts in Section 2 and the present section.

Figure 6 illustrates the percentages of the different types of forms observed in
preverbal position (no-form, amalgam, filler, clitic pronoun which corresponds to
target form in other sections, and other adult forms), for each of the four catego-
ries identified.

Figure 6 shows that the percentages of the different forms varied across the
types of referent. In reference to the self, the children mainly used fillers (40%)
or no-forms (32%). In reference to both the self and the addressee, although fill-
ers and no-forms were also frequent (26% each), clitic pronouns represented 47%
of the occurrences. In all other cases (reference to the addressee, discourse enti-
ties, or non-referential cases), clitic pronouns represented 54%—55% of the occur-
rences, and the percentages of the other forms varied between 7% and 16%.

Most utterances focused on the self or on entities. References to the self and refer-
ences to entities exhibit a contrasted distribution of forms. For instance, clitic pronouns
were significantly less frequent in self-references (14%) than in entities-references
(54%) (Kruskal Wallis test: X? =31.18, p <.001). Fillers and no-forms were signifi-
cantly more frequent when they referred to the self (40% and 32% respectively), than
when they referred to a discourse entity (16% and 8% respectively; Kruskal-Wallis for
fillers, X> = 8.31, p = .004; Kruskal-Wallis for no-forms, X> = 22.69, p < .001).
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Figure 6. Distribution (in percentage) of the different types of forms in preverbal position, by
type of referent

In order to confirm these results, generalized mixed models for these three
categories were run, considering MLU and reference to entities and self as fixed
factors, and children and sessions as random factors. The model with the best fit
for each preverbal form was obtained by comparing models using likelihood ratio
tests, fixed factors were excluded by backwards elimination of non-significant
effects.

The three best-fitting models presented in Table 9 confirmed that the type of
referent was a relevant factor that accounted for the contrasted use of fillers, clitic
pronouns, and no-forms.

The distribution of fillers was thus referent-dependent and may precede the
use of different personal pronouns. One can wonder, however, if fillers were used
with verbs that were used specifically for the referent seLk. In fact, although we
showed in Section 3.2 that fillers occurred with verbs that could also be used with
other categories of prelexical forms, the lemmas themselves could be “referent-
dependent” (see Budwig & Wiley, 1995).

The next qualitative analysis thus dealt with verbs that were produced, dur-
ing the same session, both in utterances where the topic was the child herself
and in utterances where the topic was an entity. This enabled us to single out the
functional referential factor as potentially explaining the differences observed in
Figure 6. This selection narrowed the analysis down to 14 children, 25 observa-
tions, and 658 verbal utterances, which, combined with variation among the chil-
dren, did not allow us to perform statistical analyses.
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Table 9. Regression tables for clitic pronouns, fillers and no-form in pre-verbal position

Fixed effects  Est'. SE. Z P Random effects Var. S.D.  C-value”
Clitic pronouns 0.821
Intercept -3.1232 0.6635 -4.707 <.001 Session 0.3497 0.5913
Self —-2.0287 0.1127 -17.998 <.001 Child 0.8679 0.9316
MLU 1.6012 0.2666  6.006 <.001
Fillers 0.788
Intercept -1.3748 0.6234 -2.205 .0274 Session 0.3230 0.5683
Self 1.2546 0.0929 13.505 <.001 Child 0.6769 0.8228
MLU —-0.5486 0.2527 -2.171 .0300
No-form 0.766
Intercept —-0.3812 0.5349 -0.713 .476  Session 0.2741 0.5235
Entities —-0.4936 0.1430 —-3.452 <.001 Child 0.1392 0.3731
Self 1.1355 0.1389 8.173 <.001
MLU -0.6836 0.2159 -3.167 <.001

* Est.: Estimate; S.E.: Standard Error; Var.: Variance; S.D.: Standard Deviation.
Number of observations: 3803, Grouping factors: Sessions: 59, Children: 23

** The models were assessed using C statistics, which indicates whether the predicted binomial outcome is
better than chance. Hosmer, Lemeshow and Sturdivant (2013) considered that C-values below .5 indicated
a model that is not better than chance whereas C-values above .7 are reasonable and above .8 are strong.
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90 Clitic Pronoun
® Amalgam

- No-form

70 @ Filler
60

80

(%) 50
40
30
20

10

Entities

N=443

Figure 7. Distribution (in percentage) of the different types of forms in the preverbal position,
by type of referent, for verbs produced both in utterances referring to the self and in ones
referring to entities in the same session
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Figure 7 illustrates the percentages of the different forms observed in the pre-
verbal position when the child referred to her/himself or to entities with the
same verb within a given session. In reference to the self, for verbal lexemes that
were also used in reference to entities in the same session, fillers represented
47% of the forms produced in the preverbal position. In reference to entities,
fillers represented 27% of the forms produced in the preverbal position. The
same discrepancy showed up when we compared the cases where a no-form
was observed: the percentage of cases where the referent was not verbalized was
greater in reference to the self (26%) than in reference to entities (9%). How-
ever, the opposite pattern was observed for the production of clitic pronouns
and other adult forms: when the children referred to entities, they produced
more of these forms than when they referred to themselves. Examples 19 to 22
illustrate the case of two children who, within the same session, used the same
verb in reference to an entity with a clitic pronoun, and in reference to the self
with a filler.

(19) Madeleine, 2;1, MLU 2.8
Madeleine is trying to put the observer’s coat on an armchair.
Mad  [it3b]
i(l) tombe’ ‘it’s falling

(20) Madeleine, 2;1, MLU 2.8
Madeleine is telling the observer about her recent fall down the stairs.
Mad  [le t3be d3 lekalje]
‘F ai/est tombée dans lescalier’ ‘F fell down the stairs’

(21)  Anaé, 2;3, MLU 3.05
Anaé is reading a story about Little Brown Bear with her mother.

Ana [usabcé i vo pa sa pupe]
‘Ours / Brun i(l) veut pas sa ‘Brown / Bear doesn’t want
poupée his doll

(22) Anaé, 2;3, MLU 3.05
Anaé is asking her mother for a cookie.
Ana [pu & vo ok suket mamal]
‘yy F veux F chouquette ‘F want F cookie Mummy’
maman’

Overall, this data shows that the childrens use of fillers varied according to the
topic of the utterance, which suggests that fillers, at this stage in child develop-
ment, may already be precursor forms of various different personal pronouns. The
large number of filler syllables observed in utterances referring to the self is in fact
specific to self-reference. In the children’s productions, reference to the self seems
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to be underspecified, possibly because the self is a given participant that is highly
accessible in the situation (see Hughes & Allen, 2006, and Chapter 3, da Silva-
Genest et al., 2021, for analyses of the interaction between reference and givenness
when children use fillers).

5. Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to examine the status of filler syllables in the develop-
ment of referring expressions. We hypothesized that, contrary to acquisition stud-
ies that have disregarded these forms, fillers are precursors of referring expressions
in spite of their non-adult realizations at the observed period. Our examination of
filler syllables and their use in children’s data provided insight into the properties
they share with adult referring expressions.

As our first study showed (Section 2), fillers represented nearly a quarter of all
occurrences of obligatory forms in both the prenominal and the preverbal posi-
tions. Moreover, every child we studied produced filler syllables, at least in the
prenominal position. Filler syllables were produced across all MLU groups studied
(1.32-3.37), and in all groups of ages (1;7-3;5) present in our corpora. Their use
represented a substantial and pervasive phenomenon in the children’s prelexical
productions, and their inclusion in the study of children’s referring expressions in
prelexical positions may reveal unseen developmental phases.

However, filler use was far from homogeneous and regular. The proportion
varied considerably among the children. This variability showed up here even
within the filler category itself: as Section 2 showed, fillers did not evolve in the
same way in the preverbal and prenominal positions for all children, confirming
the results of Veneziano’s (2003) study.

Section 3 examined the formal (3.1) and distributional (3.2) properties of
filler syllables. These studies showed that the variable forms and presence of fillers
did not lie in lexical factors, and their absence and variable realizations were not
due to a phonological deficit in adult grammatical words. Instead, their variability
can be explained in terms of the emergence of a paradigm of diverse forms exhibit-
ing transitional characteristics. In a phonological perspective, we found that fillers
lacked the formal properties of adult targets, but they also exhibited paradigmatic
patterning: the use of specific consonants in the prelexical position. In a distri-
butional perspective, we noted that fillers were used in combination with other
lexical forms.

At the same time, as precursors of grammatical units, the fillers shared some
of their functional characteristics. As shown by Veneziano (2003) and confirmed
in Section 3, the distribution and presence of fillers over time was different in the
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preverbal and prenominal positions. These results suggest that fillers play a role in
the construction of the verbal and nominal categories, and thus behave like proto-
grammatical words.

Moreover, the variable presence of fillers can be accounted for in terms of
functional uses, as highlighted in Section 4. The distribution of various realiza-
tions in the preverbal position depended on the topic of the utterance. When in a
given session, the same verb was used in utterances where the child and discourse
entities were identified as topics of the utterance, there was a larger proportion of
filler syllables in reference to the self than in reference to entities.

Children’s production of fillers vs. adult forms, or their absence, could pro-
vide insight into their diverse functional uses. Our results based on French chil-
dren’s productions are consistent with the experimental work done by Gerken and
McIntosh (1993). In comprehension tasks, 2-year-old English-speaking children
treated adequate, real grammatical morphemes differently from inadequate, real
grammatical morphemes or pseudo-grammatical morphemes in the same posi-
tion. These results suggest that the children were aware of the different forms used
in prelexical positions and treated them differently.

In this chapter, we proposed that fillers are precursors of referential expres-
sions and should be studied as such. The results showed that the paradigm of
referring expressions is still unstable and under construction, even at the age of
3;6, which showed up in the functional study but also in the phonological and
distributional studies. Note in addition that in the different corpora used here, the
youngest child was 1;6 years old, and the lowest MLU was 1.32. It is probable that
the children studied had gone through earlier developmental phases where fill-
ers were not produced at all, or were produced differently. Many authors such as
Peters and Menn (1993), Kilani-Schoch & Dressler (2000), Veneziano and Sinclair
(2000), Peters (2001), and Feldman and Menn (2003), suggest that fillers appear
first for prosodic reasons (Demuth, 2001; Demuth & Tremblay, 2008). In a future
study extending our analyses to younger children, we could verify whether the
use of fillers, during that earlier phase, is also variable and whether this potential
variation depends solely on the prosodic constraints of the language and not on
different functional uses, as is the case later on.

In this perspective, one issue needs to be further investigated: Why do fillers
have different phonological forms? As we have demonstrated, at least the con-
sonants that the fillers contain do not depend on the subsequent lexeme or on
phonological deficits. If the use of fillers varies according to their different prag-
matic functions, maybe their phonological form varies also according to prag-
matic functions.

Finally, the co-existence of filler syllables and adult-like forms or their absence
raises several questions about the factors underlying their realization. All these
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questions have been partially answered for the prenominal position for French
(see Le Mené, 2017) but need to be tackled further.

In conclusion, filler syllables exhibit the formal and functional characteristics
of their dual nature as a transitional phase and a paradigm of referring expres-
sions, and should be considered as precursors of grammatical words. For this rea-
son, the study of fillers is important if we hope to understand the process via which
referring expressions develop. More generally, the use of filler syllables shows us
that during language development, there are transitional phases specific to proto-
morphemes and to emerging paradigms in which functional factors also inter-
vene. They also show that we should not neglect fillers in our quest for a better
understanding of language acquisition.
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Young children’s uses of referring expressions
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This chapter investigates the repertoire and the uses of referring expressions in
natural dialogues of 28 French-speaking children, aged between 1;7 and 2;6 years
old. We focus on three strong forms (nouns, strong demonstrative pronouns and
strong personal pronouns) and three weak forms (clitic personal pronouns, null
forms and fillers). Their uses are analyzed for the following factors: the linguistic
development, the type of referent (participants vs. entities), the syntactic
function, and the attentional and discursive status of the referent. The results
reveal contrasted uses of referring expressions. Nouns are mainly used for new
or reintroduced referents, generally in syntactic functions other than subject,
whereas clitic personal pronouns (as well as the other weak forms) are mainly
used for given referents and always as subjects. The type of referent (entities vs.
participants) also influences the use of referring expressions. The discussion
addresses the issue of the intertwining of morphological, syntactic and pragmatic
development.

Keywords: referential choice, accessibility, strong forms, weak forms, syntactic
function, attentional status, discursive status, entities, self, addressee

1. Introduction

At about the age of two, and jointly with grammatical development, young chil-
dren acquire the different uses of language. Among other things, their ability to
communicate about world objects, actions, and events develops. Their means
of expressing reference multiply and diversify, reflecting their sensitivity to dis-
course-pragmatic factors such as referent accessibility for the addressee (for sev-
eral reviews, see Serratrice & Allen, 2015). Although some studies have focused on
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the various ways in which children refer to themselves (Budwig, 1995; Caét, 2013;
Morgenstern, 2006), only a few have looked simultaneously at the development
of how children refer to world entities and to discourse participants. Do the same
factors affect the acquisition of these two referential paradigms and do they do so
in the same way? The aim of this chapter is to study young French-speaking chil-
dren’s repertoire of referring expressions and their uses, in particular the choice
between strong forms and weak forms. We consider the impact and interactions
of several factors, including linguistic development, the type of referent (i.e., enti-
ties and discourse participants), the syntactic function of the referring expressions
used, and the attentional and discursive status of the referent.

11 Children’s first referring expressions

The repertoire of referring expressions emerges gradually. In French, as in many
other languages, the first words produced by children are usually “noun candi-
dates” employed to refer to an entity. Also appearing early are demonstrative pro-
nouns (this and that in English: Diessel, 2006; Rozendaal & Baker, 2010; ¢a in
French: Hamann, Rizzi, & Frauenfelder, 1996). As early as the one-word utterance
stage, when children produce predications about a referent, we find null forms and
fillers (Veneziano & Clark, 2016).

Most studies on French (Girouard, Ricard, & Gouin Decarie, 1997; Hamann
et al,, 1996; Jakubowicz & Rigaut, 1997) date the emergence of personal pronouns
at about the age of two. Children produce most of the forms by around 30 months.
The pace of acquisition varies considerably, probably because of the morphologi-
cal diversity of French. During a rather extended period, adult-like forms alternate
with null forms and fillers (see Chapter 2, Yamaguchi, Salazar Orvig, Le Mené,
Caét, & Rialland, 2021).

The status of null forms and fillers are a matter of theoretical debate. In non-
null subject languages the former have been seen either as a phenomenon specific
to child grammar (Hyams, 1986; Rizzi, 1993/1994), as an indication of children’s
performance limitations (Bloom, 1990; for French, Jakubowicz & Rigaut, 1997)
or as the result of the distributional features of the language heard by the child
(Theakston, Lieven, Pine, & Rowland, 2001). Fillers are accounted for in phono-
prosodic terms (e.g., Demuth, 2001) and are seen as precursors of grammatical
morphemes (Dressler & Kilani-Schoch, 2001; Veneziano & Sinclair, 2000), espe-
cially pronouns in preverbal position (see Chapter 2, Yamaguchi et al., 2021). The
status of clitic personal pronouns is also under debate. In French, a clitic personal
pronoun acting as the grammatical subject cannot be separated from the verb by
expressions other than negation (ne) or other clitic pronouns (e.g. le, en) as in il
mange (‘he eats’), il le mange (‘he eats it’), *il aussi mange (“he also eats’). Some
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authors see clitic pronouns as inflectional morphemes (Culbertson & Legendre,
2008), whereas for others they are arguments (De Cat, 2005). Whatever the per-
spective, clitic personal pronouns can be likened to other weak forms that tend
to occur in certain discourse-pragmatic contexts. Since we focus in this research
on the pragmatic dimension, the question of whether clitic pronouns are free or
inflectional morphemes is less relevant.

In the process of acquiring the pronoun paradigm, children master the dif-
ferent forms and their variations in usage which are dependent on both the type
of referent (entities, the speaker, the addressee) and the cognitive status of that
referent.

111 Factors affecting the use of expressions referring to entities

The choice of a type of linguistic expression partly depends on discursive and cog-
nitive factors. According to research in this field, regularities in the use of strong
versus weak forms rest on a predominant factor, namely, the speaker’s represen-
tation of the cognitive accessibility of the referent to the addressee (Ariel, 1990;
Gundel, Hedberg, & Zacharski, 1993): weak forms (such as null forms or clitic
personal pronouns for French; Cornish, 1999) encode referents that are in focus
whereas the use of strong forms (lexical forms, emphatic and strong pronouns)
generally orients the listener towards referents with other cognitive statuses,
whether activated, familiar, or only type identifiable (Gundel et al., 1993), or less
accessible (Ariel, 1990). In other frameworks (Chafe, 1976; Givon, 1983), these
strong forms also mark discursive discontinuity, or contrast between entities.

Many studies on children’s early productions have taken this approach. In a
study with English-speaking children based on Gundel et al’s hierarchical scale
of givenness (1993) and the implications it entails, Gundel and Johnson (2013)
found evidence of contrasted uses of personal and demonstrative pronouns: the
former were used for already-mentioned referents, the latter for activated but not
yet mentioned referents.

Moreover, in adult discourse, these uses appear to be tightly linked to syntac-
tic choices, since syntactic structure is not independent of information manage-
ment, as suggested by Du Bois (2003). This author showed that languages tend to
avoid having several new (lexical) elements in the same utterance. Also, subjects
of transitive verbs — which generally correspond to given referents - tend to be
realized by null or weak forms, whereas new referents are encoded in the object
function using lexical forms or strong morphemes. Other studies (Chafe, 1976;
Givén, 1983) have shown that the subject function is often the preferred one for
the topic (and thus, for given referents).

Based on Du Bois’s (2003) work, Clancy (1993) and Allen (2000) proposed
an analysis situated at the interface between syntax and pragmatics (see also
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Allen, 2006). In these studies, informativeness (a notion later replaced by “acces-
sibility”) is seen as the product of a complex set of features such as the referent’s
newness vs. givenness, the presence of competing referents, animacy, and ref-
erences to oneself or the addressee, or reference to entities. Studies on various
languages have brought out the main characteristics of referents with little or no
accessibility, which include newness, contrast, and absence from the immediate
context (for Korean: Clancy, 1993; for Inuktitut: Allen, 2000; Skarabela, Allen, &
Scott-Phillips, 2013; for Japanese: Guerriero, Oshima-Takane, & Kuriyama, 2006;
for Hindi: Narasimhan, Budwig, & Murty, 2005; for English: Guerriero et al., 2006;
Hughes & Allen, 2006; for Mandarin: Huang, 2011). Each of these factors affects
the choice of referring expressions, and their effects are cumulative. Accordingly,
strong forms have a higher probability of occurring in contexts that have two or
three of these characteristics and weak forms are more probable otherwise (Allen,
2008; Hughes & Allen, 2015).

Similar results have been obtained in research on young French-speaking chil-
dren (Salazar Orvig et al., 2004; Salazar Orvig et al., 2010a). Here also, we find a
tendency to choose weak forms (clitic personal pronouns, fillers, and null forms)
for given referents and strong forms (nouns, demonstrative pronouns) for first
mentions. Nouns acting as grammatical subjects that refer to given referents are
frequently associated with contrast or opposition, whereas clitic personal pronouns
more often occur in a context of adding predications for an already established topic
(Salazar Orvig et al., 2010b; Salazar Orvig & Morgenstern, 2015). Demonstrative
pronouns (Salazar Orvig & da Silva, 2014) are preferred for activated referents — not
mentioned in the discourse but nevertheless included in the activity — and also, like
nouns, in contexts of contrast. However, the question of how these factors interact
has not been addressed directly for French, which is what we propose here.

1.1.2  Factors affecting the uses of expressions referring to the discourse
participants

To talk about the participants of the interaction taking place (themselves or/and
the addressee), children may alternatively employ different types of referring
expressions. In most studies on self-reference, the use of different self-referring
expressions has generally been explained in terms of pragmatic factors (Budwig,
1995; Budwig & Wiley, 1995; Caét, 2013; Morgenstern, 2006; Nelson, 1989). Null
forms, fillers, and I are often found when children refer to their internal states
or desires. Children may also use different first-person pronouns for the subject
function (I, me, or my), in accordance with the type of agency they are express-
ing (depending, controlling, or contrastive), and they may use their name when
expressing opposition with other referents or when telling stories. Studies on ref-
erences to the addressee in English are scarce, probably because the morphology
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of second-person pronouns varies less than first-person pronouns, null forms in
assertions can be difficult to distinguish from imperatives, and fillers are rare (see
Caét, 2013; for French, Chapter 2, Yamaguchi et al., 2021). Budwig and Wiley
(1995) and Imbens-Bailey and Pan (1998) found that children use null forms and
you to make requests or proposals. Caét (2013) observed that Mommy/Daddy
could be employed by children to express opposition with other referents, as they
do when referring to themselves but could also be produced in contexts where
the interlocutor’s parental status was at play. Not all studies have found the same
pragmatic functions associated to the same forms, perhaps due to differences in
the method used to collect data, or to interindividual variability.

1.2 The aim of this study

In order to gain further insight into the factors that affect children’s use of referring
expressions in French, we took a broad range of factors into account and analyzed
the way in which they interact. We contrasted three weak forms! (clitic personal
pronouns, which are in the process of being acquired, null forms, and fillers) and
three strong forms (nouns, strong demonstrative pronouns, and strong personal
pronouns). Naturally, an important factor is the existence of the various lexical
and grammatical forms in the child’s repertoire, which depends on his/her devel-
opmental level. In addition to this aspect, the following factors enter into play in
the here-and-now of the dialogue: the type of referent (entities or participants),
the syntactic function, and the referent’s attentional and discursive status (given-
ness) in the dialogue.

In considering these different factors, we focused on three main aspects: the
types of referring expressions produced and their referential and discursive context
of production, the way in which the factors described above interact in promoting
the use of one of the possible forms, and the links between the grammatical and
pragmatic levels in the development of referring expressions in young children.

2. Method

After briefly presenting the study participants and the data collected (see 2.1), we
describe our method of analysis (see 2.2).

1. Other forms, such as dislocations and the clitic demonstrative pronouns in the construc-
tion cest+X (‘it5+X’), are treated respectively in Chapter 6 (Klein, Jullien & Fox, 2021), in
Chapter 9 (de Weck, Hassan, Heurdier, Klein, & Salagnac, 2021), and in Chapter 10 (Vinel,
Salazar Orvig, de Weck, Nashawati, & Rahmati, 2021).
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2.1 Participants and data collection

The participants were 28 children between the ages of 1;7 and 2;6.2 Some children
were videotaped twice at the same age (2;3); five children were videotaped several
times at different ages. This made for a total of 60 filmed sessions. The children
were observed during family interactions. The utterances of all participants were
transcribed. The contextual information needed to interpret the verbal produc-
tions was also noted.

Given that the age period (around the age of 2 years) is strongly marked by
interindividual variability, we used mean length of utterance (MLU) rather than
age as a measure of development. Three MLU groups were set up. The data for each
group are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Participants, by MLU group, age and number of sessions

MLU group MLU range No. of children No. of sessions Age range
MLU 1 1.3-1.92 12 20 1;,7-2;3
MLU 2 2.04-2.5 9 18 1;10-2:4
MLU 3 2.52-2.96 12 22 1;10-2;6

2.2 Coding system

We sorted the referring expressions by grammatical category and then analyzed
the occurrences in terms of the following factors: MLU, syntactic function, type of
referent, and attentional and discursive status. Due to lack of space, this chapter
does not include reference to second order entities or expressions employed in a
non-referential fashion (naming, expletive and vocative uses, etc.). Section 2.2.1
presents the types of referring expressions. Section 2.2.2 describes the statisti-
cal analyses and the method used to assess intercoder agreement. The categories
retained for analyzing the five factors are presented separately in Section 3.

2.2.1  Types of referring expressions
The referring expressions used were classified according to their grammatical cat-
egory in adult language.

2. 'The data were drawn from several corpora compiled in previous studies: Anaé and Mad-
eleine, from the Paris Corpus; the Childcare Corpus; the Standardized play corpus; the Nasha-
wati corpus; the Salazar Orvig corpus; the Yamaguchi corpus. See Appendix I for further
details.
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Strong linguistic expressions

- Nouns (common, proper, and adjectival) such as la peau in [mwa 3ve la po]
(‘moi j(e) veux la peau’, ‘me, I want the peel’).

- Strong demonstrative pronouns such as ¢a (‘this’ or ‘that’), celui-ci (‘this one’),
etc., as in [sa pik] (‘ca pique’, ‘that’s scratchy’).

- Strong personal pronouns as in [mwa fe [ato] (‘moi fais chdteaw’, ‘me make
castle’).

Weak linguistic expressions

- Clitic personal pronouns, as in [€l € doda] (‘elle est dedans’, ‘she’s inside’).
- Preverbal fillers, as in [ema?] (‘F° mange?’, F eats’).
- Null forms, as in [va pa oli] (‘va pas au lit’, doesn’t go to bed’).

We also counted all other forms and grouped them under the heading All Other
Forms. These included dislocations, clitic demonstrative pronouns, and relative,
indefinite, numeral, adverbial, possessive, and interrogative pronouns.

2.2.2 Intercoder agreement and statistics

Coding was done using a coding guide. After the coding of each dialogue by one
of the coders, a different coder recoded 10% of each dialogue independently.
The intercoder agreement rates were as follows: linguistic-unit category: 95.81%
(Cohen’s kappa k = 0.95), syntactic function: 91.72% (Cohen’s kappa k = 0.888),
referent type: 94.52% (Cohen’s kappa k = 0.914), attentional and discursive status
of referring expressions: 86.97% (Cohen’s kappa k = 0.796).

Several techniques were used to analyze the data. First, we studied the distribu-
tion of referring expressions for the various factors by means of visual inspection of
each table. Then, the potential influence of five fixed-effect factors (i.e., MLU group,
syntactic function, type of referent, and attentional and discursive status) on the use of
the six linguistic units selected was explored with mixed-effect binomial regressions
(using the glmer function of the Ime4 R package; Bates, Méchler, Bolker, & Walker,
2015), including two random-effect variables to control for the participant (the child)
and the session. Mixed models were chosen because the number of sessions per child
varied, and mixed models are able to handle missing data and repeated mesures. Par-
tition trees (Hothorn & Zeileis, 2015) were drawn with the ctree function included in
the “party” R package to further explore interactions between the factors.

3. In the interpretations and translations of children’s utterances, ‘F’ stands for a filler
syllable.
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3. Factors affecting the use of referring expressions

First, we look at the distribution of forms from the developmental standpoint. The
question raised is whether, between the beginning and end of the period under
consideration, we will find a linear progression in the children’s appropriation of
referring expressions (see 3.1). Then, we consider the frequency of the different
referring expressions, according to the factors considered: syntactic function (see
3.2), type of referent (see 3.3), and attentional and discursive status (see 3.4). In Sec-
tion 3.5, we present an analysis of the interactions between the factors and a quali-
tative analysis of some uses of expressions for referring to entities and participants.

3.1 Impact of linguistic development on the use of referring expressions

Table 2 presents the distribution of linguistic units for the whole corpus (all groups
pooled) and for each MLU group taken separately. Overall, the percentage of
nouns was much higher than the percentages of the other forms. Null forms were
the second most frequent type of expression in our corpus.

Table 2. Distribution (in percentage) of the referring expressions for each MLU group

MLU1 % MLU2 % MLU3 % Overall % N=
Nouns 40.38 36.87 29.62 34.70 1602
SDem” 10.43 8.08 4.58 7.19 332
SPP 3.42 4.86 3.18 3.81 176
CPP 7.28 7.39 16.87 11.31 522
Fil 8.63 6.12 6.77 7.00 323
NF 15.92 14.90 12.18 14.01 647
All Other Forms 13.94 21.78 26.61 21.98 1015
N= 1112 1584 1921 4617 4617

* SDem: Strong demonstrative pronouns, SPP: Strong third-person pronouns, CPP: Clitic third-person
pronouns, Fil: Fillers, NF: Null Forms

The percentage of nouns and strong demonstrative pronouns decreased with
MLU. Conversely, in MLU Group 3 the frequency of clitic personal pronouns
increased. For strong personal pronouns there was no clear difference between the
MLU groups. This lack of variation also existed for null forms and fillers, which
could be expected to decrease with MLU.*

4. Table 2 also shows that the percentage of “all other forms” rises to almost 22% of the refer-
ring expressions. As indicated in Section 2.2.1, this grouping lumps together a set of referring
expressions (dislocations, clitic demonstrative pronouns, and relative, indefinite, numeral, ad-
verbial, possessive, and interrogative pronouns) that are heterogenous both in their formal
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3.2 Impact of syntactic function on the use of referring expressions

As noted in the introduction, past research has shown that syntactic function
affects the choice of a referential term. This section is devoted to verifying this
relation for each of the six types of referring expressions. In the analyses, we made
the distinction between the following syntactic functions.

- Subjects. Grammatical subjects, as in [3ve paso] ((e) veux poisson’ T want
fish).

- Complements. Arguments other than subjects. These included direct and
indirect objects - as in [39vwa loli] (‘je vois Loli’, ‘I see Loli’), complements in
presentative constructions - as in [sa se amwa] (‘¢a cest d moi, ‘that, it's mine’),
circumstantial complements, and noun determiners.

- Expressions in verbless utterances. Pre-syntactic utterances and noun phrases
in answers to the interlocutor’s questions, as in [Ebebe] (‘un bébé’, a baby’) in
reply to the mother’s question Y avait quoi dedans? ‘What was in there?’.

- Uncertain. In some cases, the syntactic function could not be determined
because the context of the referring expression was itself uninterpretable.

For null forms and fillers, the function was retrieved on the basis of linguistic as
well as contextual clues such as the ongoing activity and the adult’s discourse. In
Example 1, the referent’s function in Olgl51 was determined by identifying the
actors, the object being handled, and the form of the mother’s utterance (Mot152).

(1) Olga, 2;3, MLU 2.65°

Mot152 celui-la / attends celui-la on ‘that one / wait that

va se le mettre la-dedans one let’s put it in there’
Olgl51 [metlada]

‘met(tre) 1a (de)dans’ ‘put in there’

and functional aspects. In all of the tables in the chapter, their total percentage is noted only
to show the relative importance of the six types of referring expressions under focus in this
chapter.

5. Example captions indicate the name of the child, his/her age (years; months) and the
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) for the cited session. The first three letters of the child’s first
name are given (e.g. Cle for Clément), Mot stands for mother, Fat for father and Obs for ob-
server. When the children’s utterances are transcribed phonetically (between square brackets
[ 1), the interpretation in French is given below in inverted commas. An approximate English
translation is also given between inverted commas. Braces indicate uncertain transcriptions
or alternative interpretations. {X} stands for uninterpretable or inaudible segments. In the
interpretations and translations, ‘F’ stands for a filler syllable. ‘/’ stands for a pause. For more
details on transcription conventions, see Appendix II.
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Table 3 gives the distribution of linguistic expressions for each syntactic function.

Table 3. Distribution (in percentage) of referring expressions for each syntactic function

Subject % Complements % Verbless % Unct % N=

Nouns 4.83 42.15 73.52 70.33 1602
SDem’ 2.17 4.86 18.66 6.59 332
SPP 2.37 5.50 4.43 4.40 176
CPP 22.04 5.82 0.00 1.10 522
Fil 14.94 1.20 0.00 2.75 323
NF 17.41 21.91 0.09 9.89 647
All Other Forms 36.24 18.57 3.30 4.95 1015
N= 2028 1255 1152 182 4617

* SDem: Strong demonstrative pronouns, SPP: Strong third-person pronouns, CPP: Clitic third-person
pronouns, Fil: Fillers, NF: Null Forms

Table 3 points out a tendency for different types of expressions to appear in a
preferred syntactic function. Subjects were realized mostly by weak forms (clitic
personal pronouns, fillers, and null forms), whereas nouns were rare for the sub-
ject function. Complements were realized mainly by nouns, and nouns were the
preferred form in verbless utterances.

3.3 Type of referent

We considered two main types of referents.

- References to entities. These included references to elements of the objective
world, called first-order entities by Lyons, who stated, “First-order entities are
such that they may be referred to, and properties may be ascribed to them”
(Lyons, 1977: 443). An example is dame (‘lady’) in [pati ladam] (‘pa(r)tie la
dame’, gone the lady’).

- References to participants. Participants were defined by their role in the interlo-
cution and not as entities in the world (Benveniste, 1966). Among the references
to participants, we distinguished referring to the speaker (SELF), referring to the
addressee (ADD), and referring to both the speaker and the addressee (WE).6

6. “We” is used in this chapter as the label for the category of reference to self and the
addressee together.
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Do these two types of referents involve different uses of referring expressions?

Table 4. Distribution (in percentage) of referring expressions for each type of referent

Entities Participants
% SELF % ADD % WE % All participants %

Nouns 41.09 6.39 30.38 0.00 9.93
SDem" 9.05 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
SPP 0.16 20.97 12.03 0.00 17.95
CPP 8.80 13.75 36.08 62.32 21.01
Fil 5.29 15.97 3.16 13.04 13.62
NF 10.98 29.44 10.76 21.74 25.77
All Other Forms 24.63 13.48 7.59 2.90 11.72
N= 3670 720 158 69 947

* SDem: Strong demonstrative pronouns, SPP: Strong third-person pronouns, CPP: Clitic third-person
pronouns, Fil: Fillers, NF: Null Forms

Generally speaking, there were many more references to entities than to partici-
pants. For referring to entities, nouns were more frequent than weak forms. For
referring to participants, the distribution of null forms, clitic personal pronouns,
fillers, and strong personal pronouns was more homogeneous. Demonstrative
pronouns were never used. In addition, we found variations that depended on
whether the children were referring to themselves (SELF), their addressee (ADD),
or both (WE). For self-references, the most prevalent expressions were null forms,
strong pronouns, and fillers, whereas for referring to the addressee, nouns and
personal pronouns were used the most. For wg, the children clearly preferred clitic
personal pronouns and null forms.

These results indicate contrasting uses of referring expressions — particularly
clitic personal pronouns - that were dependent upon the type of referent.

3.4 Attentional and discursive status of the referent

We took into account the participants’ joint attention to the referent and its pre-
vious mention in the dialogue. We considered four categories: new, activated,
discourse-given, and reintroduced.”

7. Our definitions of the categories for the attentional and discursive status of the referent
do not necessarily correspond to those used in other studies (Chafe, 1976; Gundel et al., 1993).
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- New. The expression introduces a new referent under the addressee’s focus of
attention.

(2) Daniel, 2;3, MLU 2.5
Daniel is trying to get a car into a toy house. There is an obstacle.

Dan201 [abonum)] ((il sort un ((he gets a man out of the
bonhomme de la maison)) house))
‘F bonhomme’ ‘F man’

Obs61 ah!ilya un gros bonhomme la. ‘oh! there’s a big man there’

- Activated. The referring expression is the first mention of a referent already
under the attention of the interlocutors.

(3) Loli, 2;3, MLU 2.94
Loli is eating a banana. The referent ‘peau de la banane’ (‘banana peel’) has not
yet been mentioned and is under the joint attention of the two speakers.

Lol3 [mwazavelapo] ‘me, I want the peel’
‘moi je veux la peaw’ ‘me, I want the peel’
Mot3  ¢a cest la peau oui. ‘that, it’s the peel yes.

- Discourse-given.® The referent has already been mentioned by the child or
his/her interlocutor within the same thematic sequence.

(4) Arnaud, 2;3, MLU 2.96
The observer has just left the room after positioning the camera.
Arn6  [{uwe} / klemasyi: ?]

‘ot {elle est/ est} / Claire-Marie?’ ‘where is / Claire-Marie?’
Mot7  ben je sais pas. ‘uh I don’t know’
Mot8  alors S0’
Arn7  [3va owal3 klesmai:] ‘F {goes/go} into the living
‘F va au salon Claire-Marie’ room Claire-Marie

Here, in Arn7 the child mentions “Claire-Marie” for the second time (see Arn6).

- Reintroduced. The child reintroduces a referent that had been mentioned in
a previous thematic sequence, with a focus on other topics in-between, as in
Example 5 (Arn20).

8.  We will also refer to this category as “given”
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(5) Arnaud, 2;3, MLU 2.96
This sequence came after Example 4, following a topic change.
Arn20 [wele klesmari?]

‘ou elle est Claire-Marie?’ ‘where is she, Claire-Marie?’
Mot25 ben je sais pas ou elle est ‘uh I don’t know where she
passée/ elle va revenir went/ she’s going to come back’

This analysis was conducted both for entities and for participants. By definition,
participants never had a new status, but they could have any one of the other three
statuses. Table 5 gives the distribution of referring expressions according to the
referent’s attentional and discursive status.

Table 5. Distribution (in percentage) of referring expressions for each attentional and
discursive status

New %  Activated %  Discourse-Given %  Reintroduced %  N=

Nouns 53.68 32.72 31.18 47.95 1602
SDem" 8.68 20.58 5.01 7.71 332
SPP 0.26 0.62 498 1.45 176
CPP 1.32 5.76 13.73 7.47 522
Fil 2.11 453 8.12 5.30 323
NF 3.95 9.67 16.67 6.99 647
All Other Forms 30 26.13 20.32 23.13 1015
N= 380 486 3336 415 4617

* SDem: Strong demonstrative pronouns, SPP: Strong third-person pronouns, CPP: Clitic third-person
pronouns, Fil: Fillers, NF: Null Forms

Most of the expressions encoded given referents (which reflects dialogue cohe-
sion). In spite of this predominance, different distributions of referring expres-
sions were found for each status. Table 6 shows that nouns were the most
frequent type of expression for referring to new or reintroduced referents. On
the other hand, nouns were used proportionately less for given or activated ref-
erents. Clitic personal pronouns obtained the opposite pattern: they were mainly
associated with given referents and were hardly ever chosen in new contexts.
They were not used much in activated and reintroduced contexts either, but were
not as rare as when the context was new. Fillers and null forms exhibited the
same pattern, and strong demonstrative pronouns were found the most for acti-
vated referents.
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3.5 Interactions between factors

Interactions between factors were analyzed for the following binomial variables.

- MLU group. MLU2 vs. MLU1, and MLU3 vs. MLUL.

- Type of referent. Entities vs. Participants:

Among the participants, we selected the referent for which the expression was
the most frequent (see Table 4), that is, addressee (ADD) vs. others for nouns
and clitic personal pronouns, and SELF vs. others for null forms and fillers.
This factor was not tested for strong demonstrative pronouns because they
never referred to participants.

- Attentional and discursive status. We tested discourse-given vs. all others
and new vs. all others, except for strong demonstrative pronouns, for which
activated was the most frequent status.

- Syntactic function. We tested subject vs. all other functions. This factor was
not tested for fillers, which, by definition, are in preverbal position. In this
case, the function overrides the other variables.

The model with the best fit for each referring expression was chosen by backwards
elimination of nonsignificant factors. Tables 6 and 7 present the results of the
logistic regressions. In order to further assess the interactions between these fac-
tors, partition trees (Figures 1 to 6) were constructed with the factors that yielded
significant values in the logistic regressions. We considered the type of referent to
be a single factor with four variables: SELF, ADD, WE, and entities.

3.5.1  Nouns

As Table 6 shows, the use of a noun was affected by four factors. The probability
that a child would choose a noun was significantly higher when the referent had a
syntactic function other than subject, when it was new to the interaction, when it
referred to an entity rather than to a participant, and, if it did refer to a participant,
when the participant was the addressee.

Figure 1 shows that syntactic function was the main factor that accounted for
the use of nouns, which were infrequent in the subject function. For both subjects
and non-subjects, the type of referent was the second factor for nouns: nouns were
used more frequently to refer to entities or to the addressee than to the SELF or WE.

For the non-subject functions, we can see that the partition tree lumps together
references to entities and references to the addressee, although the former were
much more frequent than the latter (see Table 4). In this analysis, the proportion
of nouns for new referents (necessarily entities) was significantly greater than the
proportion for non-new referents (activated, discourse-given, and reintroduced
taken together). However, the number of nouns for non-new referents was far
from negligible, in such a way that function and referent type overrode attentional
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Table 6. Regression tables for strong referring expressions (nouns, strong demonstrative
pronouns, strong personal pronouns)

Random
Fixed Effects Est*.  S.E. z p Effects Var. S.D. C-Value™

Nouns 0.88
Intercept -1.592  0.187  -8.513 <.0001 Session 0.3810.617
Attentional 0.359 0.135 2.665 .0077
and discursive
status (New)"™
Type of referent 2.105 0.174  12.099 <.0001
(Entities)

Syntactic -3.281 0.117 -28.072 <.0001
function

(Subject)

Participant 2.189 0.286 7.658 <.0001
(ADD)

Strong Demonstrative Pronouns 0.85
Intercept -2.291 0.192 -15.57 <.0001 Session 0.706 0.841
Attentional 1.634 0.150 1092 <.0001 Child 0.2600.510
and discursive
status
(Activated)

Syntactic -1.721 0.171 -10.09 <.0001
function
(Subject)

Strong Personal Pronouns 0.96
Intercept -1.3603 0.3277 -4.151 <.0001 Session 1.059 1.029
Type of referent -5.069 0.511  -9.930 <.0001
(Entities)

Syntactic -2.448 0.233  -10.532 <.0001
function
(Subject)
Participant 1.171 0.308 3.799 0.0001
(SELF)

* Est.: Estimate; S.E.: Standard Error; Var.: Variance; S.D.: Standard Deviation.

Number of observations: 4617, Grouping factors: Sessions: 60, Children: 28

** The models were assessed using C statistics, which indicate whether the predicted binomial outcome is
better than chance. Hosmer, Lemeshow and Sturdivant (2013) considered that C-values below .5 indicated
a model that is not better than chance whereas C-values above .7 are reasonable and above .8 are strong.
*** The category in parentheses on fixed-effect rows indicates the category value compared with the intercept
(reference level). For binomial factors, the reference level is the other factor.
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Figure 1. Binary partition tree for referring uses of nouns

status. The effect of this was that nouns were more frequent among given referents
(31.18 % in Table 5). The analysis of a few examples helps account for this unex-
pected pattern of noun use.

In Example 6, the child uses the noun camion (‘truck’) for a given referent.

(6) Elodie, 2;2, MLU 2.04
Elodie and her mother are playing with Legos. She just took apart a garbage truck.

Mot22  ben il est ou le camion? ‘so where is it, the truck?’
Elo85 [ipati]
i(l) pa(r)t’ ‘it’s gone’
Mot123 il est parti le camion? ‘is it gone the truck?’
Motl124 quest-ce quelle a fait Elodie au ‘what did she Elodie do to the
camion? /cest tout ce qui reste truck? /that’s all that’s left
Elo86  [a!/ ajajapy / japyjam3pubel
{xx}]
‘ah!/ a (il)ya (il)ya p(Du(s). / ‘oh! / no more, no more / no
ya p(l)u(s) camion poubelle’ more garbage truck’
Mot125 yaplus /il est parti ‘no more / it’s gone’
Elo87  [pakamj3pubel?/
padkamj3pubel?]
‘pas camion poubelle / pas ‘no garbage truck / no
d(e) camion poubelle?’ garbage truck?’
Mot126 ben oui ‘well yes’

In this excerpt, the child uses two types of referring expressions: the clitic pronoun
il (‘it’) acting as the subject (Elo85), and the noun camion (‘truck’) in functions
other than subject (object of a presentative in Elo86, or alone in a verbless utter-
ance in Elo87). Note also that nouns occurred in “negative” utterances.
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Example 7 suggests that when a child is speaking about a participant, nouns
tend to appear in contexts implying a comparison or an opposition between
(potential) referents.

(7) Olga, 2;4, MLU 2.65
Olgl198 [seamwa]

‘Cest a moi’ ‘it’s min€’
Mot199 cest a toi oui ‘yes it’s yours’
Olgl199 [wa]

{xx} {xx}
Mot200 sais bien que cest a toi ‘know very well it’s yours’
Olg200 [epapusmamdl]

‘est pas pour maman’ ‘is not for Mommy’
Mot201 cest pas pour maman ‘it’s not for Mommy’

In Example 7 the child refers to her mother using maman (‘Mommy’) in a negative
utterance [epapusmamad] ‘est pas pour maman’ (‘is not for Mommy’) after she iden-
tifies herself as the possessor of the object of attention (Olg198). At the syntactic
level, nouns tended to be used in utterances containing negative adverbs and/or
cleft constructions. At the discursive level, previous and/or following utterances of
the same thematic sequence contained similar indicators of opposition (negative
adverbs or cleft structures) or clarification questions from the adult on the child’s
project with pourquoi? (‘why?’).

3.5.2  Strong demonstrative pronouns

Table 6 shows that for strong demonstrative pronouns, only two factors had an
impact: attentional and discursive status and syntactic function. These forms were
more probable for activated referents than for given or new ones, and were less
probable as subjects.

Figure 2 shows that the main factor was activation, followed by function. The
effect of function was more prevalent for activated referents than for non-activated
ones. As a whole, strong demonstrative pronouns were preferentially used in an
activated context and a non-subject function, as in Example 8.

(8) Margaux, 2;3, MLU 2.62
Margaux has just said she doesn’t like water

Mot74 oh si pourtant tu adores ¢a ‘oh but yes, you love that’
Mar65 [e!/sa] ((pointe le dessin ((pointing to a drawing
sur le paquet)) on the package))
‘eh !/ ¢a’ ‘hey! / that’
Mot75 oui cest un singe ‘yes, it’s a monkey’
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Figure 2. Binary partition tree for strong demonstrative pronouns

In Mar65, the child uses the demonstrative pronoun ¢a (‘that’) to intro-
duce a referent that is part of the same activity even though it has not yet been
mentioned.

But ¢a also appeared when the referent had already been mentioned (dis-
course-given). It was used in contrasts too, as in Example 9 (utterance Clc24):

(9) Clémence, 2;3, MLU 2.56

Clémence and her mother are playing lotto.

Mot48 essaye ¢a pour voir si ¢a marche ‘try that to see if it works’

Clc24  [no sepasa]

‘non cest pas ¢a’ ‘no it’s not that’

Mot49 ah bon ‘okay’
3.5.3 Strong personal pronouns
In Table 6, we saw that the children were more likely to use strong personal pro-
nouns when referring to themselves, and less likely when the referent was an entity
in the subject function.

Figure 3 shows that the most prevalent factor was the type of referent. For
referring to entities or WE, strong pronouns were rare. On the other hand, they
were more frequent for references to the self and to the addressee, especially toi
(‘you’) and moi (‘me’). In these cases, the highest percentages were obtained when
the referent was not the subject - usually in conjunction with the presentative cest
(its’) — or was in a simple or cleft construction that marked, or even contrasted,
possession or agency (Example 10).
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Figure 3. Binary partition tree for strong personal pronouns
(10)  Cécile, 1510, MLU 2.83
Fat60  bon moi je vais mettre la ‘so me/ I'm going to put the
petite vache dans le dans le- little cow in the in the-’
Céc51 [n3 semwal
‘non cest moi’ ‘no it’s me’
Fat 61 cest toi? ‘it’s you?’
Céc52  [wi]
‘oui’ ‘yes’
Fat62  ahbon ‘ol
Céch53 [sepatwal
‘Cest pas toi’ ‘it’s not you’

3.5.4 Clitic personal pronouns

Table 7 shows that the use of clitic personal pronouns was significantly affected not
only by MLU (higher frequency in MLU3), but also by attentional and discursive
status (lower probability of using a clitic pronoun for new referents and higher
probability for given referents) and type of referent (higher probability of using a
pronoun for the addressee). There was also a significant impact of syntactic func-
tion, with clitic personal pronouns being more probable for subjects.

Figure 4 shows that syntactic function (subject vs. all other functions) was
the main factor, since clitic personal pronouns rarely appeared in non-subject
functions. Accordingly, 75 clitic personal pronouns were used for a function other
than subject; they were slightly more frequent in MLU Group 3 than in the other
two groups. Among those 75 clitic personal pronouns, 57 were direct or indirect
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Table 7. Regression tables for weak referring expressions (clitic personal pronouns,

fillers, and null forms)

Random C-
Fixed Effects Est* S.E. z p  Effects Var. S.D. Value**

Clitic Personal Pronoun 0.87
Intercept -4.563 0.327  -13.945 <.0001 Session 0.358 0.598
MLU (MLU 2*%*) -0.0209 0.377 -0.055 .9558 Child 0.522 0.722
MLU (MLU 3) 0.811 0.345 2.351 .0187
Attentional and 0.688 0.162 4.255 <.0001
discursive status
(Discourse-given)

Attentional and  -1.350 0.479 -2.823 .0048
discursive status

(New)

Syntactic function 2.195 0.136 16.102 <.0001
(Subject)

Participant 1.362 0.224 6.079 <.0001
(ADD)

Fillers 0.76
Intercept -3.490 0.226  -15.427 <.0001 Session 0.342 0.585
Attentional and 0.372 0.173 2.149 .0317 Child  0.322 0.568
discursive status
(Discourse-given)

Attentional and  -0.801 0.387 -2.073 .0382
discursive status

(New)

Participant (seLr) 1.187 0.134 8.848 <.0001

Null Forms 0.75
Intercept -2.703 0.175  -15.466 <.0001 Session 0.297 0.545
Attentional and 0.591 0.134 4.395 <.0001 Child  0.193 0.439
discursive status
(Discourse-given)

Attentional and 0.756 0.292 -2.594 .0095
discursive status

(New)

Syntactic function 0.220 0.093 2.369 .0178
(Subject)

Participant (SELr) 0.917 0.107 8.563 <.0001

* Est.: Estimate; S.E.: Standard Error; Var.: Variance; S.D.: Standard Deviation.

Number of observations: 4617, Grouping factors: Sessions: 60, Children: 28

** The models were assessed using C statistics, which indicate whether the predicted binomial outcome is
better than chance. Hosmer, Lemeshow and Sturdivant (2013) considered that C-values below .5 indicated
a model that is not better than chance whereas C-values above .7 are reasonable and above .8 are strong
*** The category in parentheses on fixed-effect rows indicates the category value compared with the
intercept (reference level). For binomial factors, the reference level is the other factor; for multilevel factors
(i.e., here MLU) the reference level is the level not appearing in any row of the table.
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Figure 4. Binary partition tree for clitic personal pronouns

objects,® of which 47 had the given status and 7 were in joint-attention contexts.
For the subject function, the type of referent influenced the number of pronouns
used. For the addressee or wE, the children produced up to 60 pronouns. For the
SELF and entities, the use of clitic personal pronouns was influenced by givenness
and MLU. When the referent was not discourse-given, only self-references trig-
gered a certain number of pronouns. And when the referent was given, there were
more pronouns for MLU3, irrespective of the referent type. This occurred, for
instance, in Elo85 of Example 6, i pati (‘it’s gone’), which is a typical case of plain
continuity, where taking up a referent corresponds to continuation of a predica-
tion (here, a response about a shared topic). When the child did not produce a
pronoun in such contexts, he/she most often employed null forms or fillers, as in
Example 11 (Clc 63 and 64):

(11)  Clémence, 2;2, MLU 2.85

Mot73 il dort? ‘he’s sleeping?’

Clc57  [idos]
() dort’ ‘he’s sleeping’

(...)

Mot83 oh oh oh Petit Ours Brun ‘oh oh oh Little Brown Bear!
regarde look!”

Clc63  [pafe dodo]
‘pas fait dodo’ ‘not sleeping’

Mot84 quest-ce quil fait Petit Ours ‘what is Little Brown Bear
Brun ? doing?

Clc64  [afe {solatal}]
‘F fait {sur la ta(b)le}’ ‘F’s doing {on the table}’

9. 'The other cases corresponded to the adverbial pronoun en (of it’, ‘of thenr’), as in [janapy?]
(‘y en a p()us?’, ‘there is/are no more of it/thenr’, Olga, 2;3).
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In Clc57, the child takes up the clitic pronoun just used by her mother. Later,
whereas the mother reintroduces the referent by way of a noun (Mot83), the
child adds a predication using a null form, and then, after a second question
from the mother, produces another predication using a filler [a]. These three
weak forms are in plain continuity with respect to an already mentioned ref-
erent. On the other hand, strong forms were preferred in contrast contexts, as
above in Example 6.

The same held true for references to participants. In the excerpt below, the
child first refers to her interlocutor (the mother) using a noun; then she uses a
clitic pronoun.

(12) Pauline2, 2;3, MLU 2.52
Pauline and her mother are drawing hats.
Pau54 [métna se € pus mam3]

‘maintenant cest un pour ‘now it’s one for Mommy’
maman’
Mot96 il est comment le chapeau ‘what is Mommy’s hat like?’

d(e) maman ?
Pau55  [tyfefapo?]
‘tu fais chapeau?’ ‘you’re making hat?’

<

Mot97 oui. yes!

This excerpt begins with a contrast introduced by the child between a hat already
drawn and a second one not yet drawn. The subject clitic pronoun referring to the
mother (Pau55) is produced by the child in an utterance without contrast that is in
continuity with her own utterance.

Figure 4 shows that a few rare clitic personal pronouns were used for not-yet-
mentioned entities. The qualitative analysis of these cases brought out the impor-
tance of joint attention to these referents.

(13) Maxime, 2;3, MLU 1.45
Maxime and his mother are playing cards with pictures of rabbits on them.

Mot66 il est pas triste 1a / hein. ‘he’s not sad there/ huh.
((troisieme lapin)) 1 il est ((third rabbit)) there he’s
un peu non ((quatriéme a little sad, no? ((fourth
lapin)) rabbit))’

Max 60 [Begaiploes]

‘regarde i(I) pleure ‘look he’s crying
((cinquieme lapin))’ ((fifth rabbit))’

In this example, Maxime and his mother talk about the emotions of various rab-
bits, on which both of them are focusing. In Max60, the child mentions the fifth
rabbit for the first time using the clitic personal pronoun i(]) (‘he’). This referent is
similar to the preceding ones introduced by the mother. Note that in the previous
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speaking turn (Mot66), the mother had also introduced a referent belonging to the
same category, via a clitic personal pronoun.

3.5.5 Fillers
In Table 7, we can see that the children were more likely to use fillers when refer-
ring to the sELF and less likely when referring to entities not yet mentioned in the

discourse.
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Figure 5. Binary partition tree for fillers
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Figure 5 shows that fillers were more frequent in references to oneself (SELF) or to
the dyad (wE). In the other cases, altogether scarce, fillers were preferentially used
for given referents.

Example 14 illustrates a case of references to the self (Elo13) and to we
(Elo11) by means of a filler. In Elo13, the filler is in continuity with the preced-
ing utterance. This preceding utterance expresses an opposition pertaining to the
agent of the current process via an utterance containing not only an adverb of
negation but also a cleft construction about the agent and a noun in a self-refer-
ence (Elo12).

(14)  Elodie, 2;2, MLU 2.04

Motl2 la/ici/ onle metla. ‘there/ here/ we put it there’
Eloll [omela]
F met 13’ ‘F put there’
Elo12  [noseelodikife{sa}]
‘non cest Elodie qui fait ga’ no it’s Elodie who does that.
Motl13 cest Elodie qui fait ¢a alors ‘it’s Elodie who does that, so
mets 1a. put there’
Elo13 [la/amela/ sela]
la/ Fmetsla/ cestla’ ‘there / F put there / it’s there’
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Regarding the occurrences of fillers for non-given entities, many uses were for
activated referents (19 out of 38), as in Example 15.

(15) Arnaud, 2;2, MLU 2.96
Arnaud and his mother are putting toy beads into holes in a game board. Arnaud
touches the rug.
Arn36 [pukwaimwela]
‘pourquoi F mouillé la’ ‘why F wet there’

In this excerpt, Arnaud (Arn36) attracts his mother’s attention to the rug where
they are sitting. This not-yet-mentioned referent is part of the shared activ-
ity. Moreover, it is actualized by a gesture (a touch) accompanying the deictic la

(‘there)).

3.5.6  Null forms

The children were more likely to use null forms (see Table 7) when the referent was
discourse-given, acting as the subject, and referring to themselves. They used null
forms less often for new referents.

Figure 6 shows that these factors interacted in a complex way. The type of
referent was the primary factor. The secondary factors for the seLF and wE dif-
fered from those for the addressee and entities on the other. The sELF and WE
references involved more null forms when the referring expression was acting as
the subject. In this case, the SELF category triggered more null forms than the we
category did.

Furthermore, the production of null forms to refer to the addressee (ApD) or
to entities partly depended on givenness. Non-given referents (nodes 16 and 17 on
the right) were seldom encoded using null forms, and when they were, the refer-
ents were activated or reintroduced. The greatest number of null forms was found
for given referents acting as the subject. As we saw above in Example 11, null
forms in the subject function alternated with fillers and clitic personal pronouns:
we found more null forms for the addressee than for entities, whereas the opposite
was true for non-subject functions (see Example 1).

Example 16 illustrates the case of a null form acting as the subject and refer-
ring to the addressee. Pauline, the child, first uses the clitic subject ¢’ (‘you’) to offer
her mother some of her bun, saying [tdve?] (‘ten veux?’, ‘do you want some?’).
When the mother refuses, the child produces an explanation while referring to her
mother without mentioning her. We were able to identify this reference, thanks
not only to the preceding discursive context, but also to the content of the rest of
the utterance and the mother’s reformulation.
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Figure 6. Binary partition tree for null forms

(16) Pauline2, 2;3, MLU 2.52
Paul25 [tave ?]

‘ten veux?’ ‘do you want some?’
Mot246 non merci. ‘no thanks’
Paul26 [dezone avek papa?
‘déjeuné avec papa ¥’ ‘ate with Daddy?’
Mot247 oui ((rit)) jai déjeuné avec ‘yes ((laughing)) I ate with
papa oui c(e) matin. Daddy yes this morning.

4. Discussion

In this chapter, we attempted to account for the repertory of referring expressions
and their uses among 28 French-speaking children in a natural-dialogue situation
taking place in their homes. We raised the question of how the use of referring
expressions is related to linguistic development (measured by MLU) and to syn-
tactic and discourse-pragmatic factors, and of how these different factors inter-
act with each other. We approached this issue from the angle of the opposition
between strong and weak forms.

The children ranged in age between 1;7 and 2;6, a crucial period for the devel-
opment of grammatical paradigms. As noted above, nouns and strong demonstra-
tive pronouns are the earliest referring expressions used, so they were expected
to decrease proportionally with MLU. Strong and clitic personal pronouns
were expected to increase. We also predicted that the increase in clitic personal
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pronouns would lead to a decrease in pre-syntactic forms (fillers and null forms).
The results indicated a lower proportion of nouns and a higher proportion of
clitic personal pronouns in MLU Group 3, whereas no significant tendencies were
observed for the other four types of forms. Statistical data processing (with par-
ticipants and sessions as random factors) allowed us to confirm that factors other
than pure grammatical development play an important role.!® Two important,
interrelated findings can be mentioned here. On the one hand, the patterns of
referring expressions differed across the various factors; on the other, the different
factors considered did not act in the same way for the different forms:

a. The contrast between references to entities and references to participants —
and among the latter, between the self and the addressee - affected the choice
of referring expressions in a complex fashion. The first uses of strong pro-
nouns concerned self-references, whereas demonstrative pronouns served
only for referring to entities. Nouns were mainly used for entities but were
sometimes employed for participants, especially the addressee.

b. Attentional and discursive status had an impact on the use of most of the
referring expressions produced. Nouns and strong demonstrative pronouns
were less probable when the referent was given; nouns were more probable
for new and reintroduced referents; and strong demonstrative pronouns
occurred most often when the referent was activated. By contrast, weak forms
were strongly influenced by givenness, whereas strong personal pronouns
were not affected by this factor.

c. The syntactic function (subject vs. other functions) played an important role
for all types of referring expressions: the three strong forms had the high-
est probabilities of occurring in a function other than subject, whereas weak
forms were preferentially chosen for the subject function.

The various factors interacted in different ways, depending on the type of refer-
ring expression. For nouns and clitic personal pronouns, all of the factors stud-
ied allowed us to predict the use of referring expressions with a relatively high
degree of certainty (C =0.87 and 0.88). These two forms were symmetrical to
each other in our data. While clitic personal pronouns were preferred for the
subject function, nouns were not chosen as subjects. And while clitic personal
pronouns were used for participants, nouns were preferred for entities. Lastly,

10. Chapter 7 (Marcos, Salazar Orvig, da Silva-Genest, and Heurdier, 2021), Chapter 8
(Hassan, de Weck, Rezzonico, Salazar Orvig, and Vinel, 2021), Chapter 9 (de Weck et al., 2021),
and Chapter 10 (Vinel et al., 2021) address other factors such as the impact of the dialogue, the
activities carried out, and the different speech genres.
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clitic personal pronouns were associated with given referents, whereas nouns
were associated with new or reintroduced referents. It thus seems indeed that
children acquire clitic personal pronouns for functions that are complementary
to those of nouns.

The other two weak forms, null forms and fillers, occurred in similar con-
texts to those of clitic personal pronouns. The two strong pronoun forms (strong
demonstrative and strong personal pronouns) functioned differently at the atten-
tional and discursive level: strong demonstrative pronouns were preferred for enti-
ties in an activated context, while strong personal pronouns were used the most
for participants, regardless of their attentional and discursive status.

This functional specialization is not a grammatical constraint. Rather, it is
probabilistic in nature (Allen, 2008). What we are seeing here is that children are
highly likely to use weak forms in given-referent contexts and strong forms for
referents not mentioned recently. However, both strong forms and weak forms can
be found in their non-preferential contexts.

By means of qualitative and quantitative analyses, then, we showed that clitic
personal pronouns encoding referents not yet mentioned in the discourse were
used for referents upon which the participants’” attention was already focused. In
line with cognitive views of anaphora (Ariel, 1990; Cornish, 1999; Gundel et al.,
1993), joint attention may indeed suffice for constructing a shared representation
of a situation (see also Skarabela et al., 2013, for omissions in Inuktitut).

On another side, we observed the use of strong forms for given referents, both
participants and entities. Regarding references to participants, the qualitative anal-
ysis suggested that they occur in contexts of contrast or opposition. Our results are
consistent on this point with Morgenstern’s (2006) and Caét’s (2013), although our
frequencies were higher for the addressee than for the self. In our data, contrasts
were usually achieved via strong pronouns in the case of self-reference.

Our qualitative analysis brought out similar functioning for references to
entities: weak forms were preferred in contexts involving the simple addition of
a predicate; strong forms were used to express oppositions and contrasts. These
findings, in line with Chafe (1976), converge with Salazar Orvig et al’s (2010b)
results. In their study on the choice between omissions and explicit forms, Hughes
and Allen (2006) found that the contrast variable overrode the other accessibility
factors (see Chapter 7, Marcos et al., 2021).

Thus, for entities, clitic personal pronouns indeed seem to be acquired with
the initial function of encoding referents that are the most accessible or benefit
from the interlocutors’ joint attention. However, Figures 1 and 4 also showed that
syntactic function was the predominant factor in the use of clitic personal pro-
nouns and nouns, with the other factors being subordinate to it. This is a complex
question.
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It should be noted, first of all, that during the period of linguistic development
at stake here, children have not yet mastered object pronouns (Hamann et al.,
1996). Object pronouns - too scarce to carry weight in the Figure 4 partition —
nonetheless seem to have been acquired well enough to be used in the same type
of context as subject pronouns.

This brings us to the fundamental issue of the interface between grammar and
pragmatics (and on a more general level, a key question in functional linguistics):
Can syntactic function be considered independent of functional factors? Gener-
ally speaking, it seems difficult to disentangle “the purely grammatical” from “the
pragmatic” in these conventional forms, since the subject function, as stated by
Chafe (1976: 55), is “the item about which knowledge is added” As such, it is the
function that serves to encode given referents, to the current topic, or to whatever
is highly accessible (Allen, 2006; Ariel, 2000; Givén, 1983). Moreover, in languages
like French, a cleft construction or a dislocation is generally chosen to introduce or
reintroduce a referent in the subject function (Lambrecht, 1994).

The contrast between strong and weak forms seems to precede the construc-
tion of syntactic relations. The fact that null forms and fillers appeared in the
same types of contexts as clitic personal pronouns suggests that children acquire
the functional contrast between referents under joint attention, and referents that
are not, before they are able to handle pronouns. Clearly, in the earliest stages of
language acquisition, during the period of one-word utterances, they seem to
produce isolated nouns or deictics like ¢a (‘that’) or la (‘there’) to attract an adult’s
attention to objects, and they produce predications (not yet verbs) about highly
accessible referents (already mentioned or under joint attention). Such utter-
ances with non-verbalized referents fall into a relation of referential continuity
with the preceding discourse. The same holds true during the presyntactic tran-
sition period where fillers, little by little, contribute to forming the verb category
(Veneziano, 2017) and, thus, the subject function. This kind of proto-anaphoric
function will serve as a medium for grafting the use of the first pronouns, which
themselves are morphologically specialized for performing the subject function.

Lastly, our data brought out an asymmetry in the acquisition of the clitic-
pronoun paradigm (and thus in the use of fillers and null forms) that was based
on the type of referent. This asymmetry has often been brought up, not only in
developmental studies but also in work on person marking in different languages
(Ariel, 2000), with the first and second persons being seen as more accessible than
the third person. This was the case in our self-reference data (see also Chapter 2,
Yamaguchi et al., 2021), but it was not so for references to the addressee or WE,
which involved more clitic personal pronouns and fewer fillers and null forms than
references to entities. We can put forth two possible hypotheses here: repetition of
the French pronoun on (third-person singular pronoun often employed to mean
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‘we’) in adult productions, and the preferential association of certain referring
expressions with certain verbs or speech acts. This question (which lies beyond the
scope of this chapter) remains unanswered and requires a study of its own.

5. Conclusion

Our study confirmed prior results on the early development of children’s referen-
tial skills while also deepening our understanding of this issue. We assessed the
separate and combined effects of several factors involved in syntactic and prag-
matic development. We also included, in the same statistical analysis, references to
entities and references to participants. Finally, via qualitative analysis, we explored
some cases of discrepancies between the observed and expected relations between
a given factor and the referring expressions used. In line with the data in the lit-
erature, we found a strong link between referent givenness and the use of refer-
ring expressions: weak forms were employed especially for given referents, strong
forms for new or reintroduced referents. Our finding that syntactic function was
the major factor supports this idea: the association between grammatical subjects
and weak expressions corresponds to the fact that the grammatical subject of an
utterance generally encodes what happens to be the interlocutors’ current focus of
attention. These results argue strongly in favor of the intricate relations between
morphological, syntactic, and pragmatic development.

Our analyses showed, however, that other factors (linguistic development
level, type of referent, etc.) also play a role, and that the impact of each factor is
partly conditioned by that of the others. We have thus painted a highly complex
picture of children’s syntactic and pragmatic abilities at an early age. The qualita-
tive analysis of the discrepant cases noted here provides a basis for future research.
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CHAPTER 4

Referring in dialogical narratives

A study on children’s use of nouns and pronouns
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In a recent overview of the literature on spontaneous and experimentally-
produced speech, Allen, Hughes, and Skarabela (2015) identified many
discourse-pragmatic factors that affect the use of referring expressions. In this
chapter, we first assess the individual effects and the relative importance of four
factors (i.e., position of the referring expression in the referential chain and its
syntactic function, the referent’s characteristics — primacy and/or animacy - and
the chronological age) in a narrative dialogue between a mother and her child.
Second, we describe the joint impact of these factors on the use of nouns and
third-person pronouns. A total of 30 typically-developing French-speaking
children aged 4 to 7 years participated with their mother in a joint storytelling.
Our results corroborate those found in the literature on the factors affecting
young children’s use of referring expressions. Furthermore, they show a complex
network of relations between the factors, that interestingly, was not the same for
nouns and third-person pronouns.

Keywords: third-person pronouns, nouns, position in the referential chain,
syntactic function, referent’s characteristics, primacy, animacy, narrative
dialogue, mother-child interaction

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to study the individual and joint effects of vari-
ous factors on the use of referring expressions among 4- to 7-year-old children
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interacting with their mother during a joint storytelling activity with a wordless
picture book. There are many discourse-pragmatic factors that affect the use of
referring expressions, as noted in Allen, Hughes, and Skarabela’s (2015) recent
overview of the literature on spontaneous and experimentally-produced speech.
In the conclusion of their review, the authors state that the impact of these vari-
ous factors differs across studies, and they raise the question of potential factor
interdependence.

In continuation of the work on this topic, the present chapter looks into the
impact of four factors on the use of referring expressions: the referent’s charac-
teristics, namely primacy (main character vs. secondary referent) and animacy
(animate vs. inanimate referent), the position of the referring expression in the
referential chain and syntactic function, and finally the child’s age. These factors
are known in the literature for their influence on the referential choice but little is
known about their relative importance.

Many studies have examined the influence of these factors on the use of refer-
ring expressions in monological narratives (Akinci, 2012; Bamberg, 1987; de
Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985; Kern, 2002). Very few, if
any, have looked into their influence in dialogical narratives (de Weck & Sala-
zar Orvig, 2014; Vinel, 2014; see also Chapter 10, Vinel, Salazar Orvig, de Weck,
Nashawati & Rahmati, 2021). In a dialogical approach to language acquisition (see
Chapter 1, Salazar Orvig, de Weck, Hassan, & Rialland, 2021), we believe that it
is important to tackle this question in order to highlight the effects of these fac-
tors on the use of referring expressions in both contexts, and to establish whether
and how they are related to the dialogical setting. We also believe that these two
approaches (monological and dialogical settings) are complementary, and even
necessary, in assessing the influence of the factors mentioned above in the wide
range of narrative contexts to which a child is exposed. When one looks at the
impact of each of these factors in the monological and dialogical contexts, simi-
larities and differences can be found. We will discuss the effects of each factor, call-
ing jointly upon the findings of the monological narrative research and the (much
scarcer) work on dialogical narratives.

11 Position in the referential chain

First of all, in both settings (monological and dialogical), the use of referring
expressions is affected by the referent’s position in the referential chain.

For example, to mention a referent for the first time, children aged 3 to 6
years usually use noun phrases, and to a lesser degree, pronouns (Akinci, 2012; de
Weck, 1991; Hassan, Salagnac, & Vinel, 2012; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloft-Smith,
1985; Kern, 2002; Salazar Orvig & de Weck, 2013; Vinel, 2014). Most studies on
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monological narratives have shown that the impact of the position of the referring
expression in the referential chain depends strongly on the child’s age. Referring
expression acquisition occurs gradually, with the first uses having a deictic value,
and anaphoric values emerging later on (Akinci, 2012; Bamberg, 1987; de Weck,
1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985; Kern & Raffara, 2012). Accord-
ingly, in first mentions, children between the ages of 3 and 6 years appear to use
mostly definite noun phrases or pronouns, with the younger children producing
more pronouns than the older ones (de Weck, 1991; Karmiloft-Smith, 1985; Kern,
2002). Colozzo and Whitely (2015) nonetheless noted for English that 5-year-olds
introduced referents slightly more often with indefinite noun phrases than with
definite ones. In French, studies have shown that children do not use more indefi-
nite noun phrases until age 6 or 7 years, with pronouns starting to be employed in
a more anaphoric way (Akinci, 2012; de Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff-
Smith, 1985; Kern, 2002). However, in studies that take a dialogical stance, the
use of pronouns has been shown to be anaphoric rather than deictic (e.g., Sala-
zar Orvig et al., 2010). Moreover, in dialogical narratives, definite noun phrases
are frequent, especially among the youngest children, along with indefinite noun
phrases which also play a non-negligible role (Vinel, 2014).

For subsequent mentions - in dialogical and monological settings alike - chil-
dren generally use pronouns (especially clitic pronouns) to maintain references,
notably for referring to main characters throughout a narrative (Bamberg, 1987;
de Weck, 1991; Salazar Orvig & de Weck, 2013; Vinel, 2014). In dialogical nar-
ratives, however, definite noun phrases (Salazar Orvig & de Weck, 2013; Vinel,
2014) are used in subsequent mentions. They usually serve to maintain refer-
ences to inanimate objects that are not the grammatical subject; clitic pronouns
are usually employed to mention animate referents, mostly main characters. In
monological narratives, younger children seem to employ more noun phrases to
maintain reference than do older children, who use more pronouns (Akinci, 2012;
Bamberg, 1987; Hickmann, 2003; Hickmann, Kail, & Roland, 1995). In addition,
several authors studying French-speaking children (Akinci, 2012; Hickmann &
Hendricks, 1999; Jisa, 2000) have noted that 5- to 7-year-olds use many disloca-
tions, generally to the left, to maintain and reintroduce referents. After age 7, these
uses disappear.

1.2 Referent’s characteristics

In narratives, two aspects of referents are usually considered: animacy (Fukumura &
van Gompel, 2011) and primacy (Colozzo & Whitely, 2015).

The animacy of the referent has often been proposed as an important fac-
tor in the use of referring expressions, regardless of the context (monological or
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dialogical narratives). The reasons for this are clearly summarized by Fukumura
and van Gompel (2011) in the case of adult interlocutors. According to these
authors, human referents are more accessible than animal referents, which in turn
are more accessible than inanimate referents. They found that adult participants
used pronouns significantly more often for the humans than for inanimate refer-
ents in a sentence completion task. A corpus study by Givon (1983) showed that
animate referents were mentioned more frequently than inanimate ones. Referent
animacy thus seems to have an impact on the use of referring expressions not only
because it affects the accessibility of the referent itself, but also because it affects
the accessibility of its predicate: “reduced” expressions such as pronouns may be
more frequent when the predicate is more accessible (in the case of animate refer-
ents) since pronouns lead to faster production of the predicate.

However, the actual contribution of the referent’s animacy can be questioned
in light of diverging findings of studies on this issue, especially for children (see
Allen, Skarabela, & Hughes, 2008). Clancy’s (1997) work in Korean showed that
animacy did have an effect, whereas Allen’s studies, whether in Inuktitut (Allen,
2000) or English (Hughes & Allen, 2006), did not demonstrate such an effect. For
Allen, Skarabela, and Hughes (2008), the discrepancies can be explained in terms
of coding differences, and for Serratrice (2013), in terms of the experimental and
methodological setting.

In monological narratives the referent’s primacy - the prominence a char-
acter has in a story (e.g., primary vs. secondary characters) — can also have an
impact on the use of referring expressions (Colozzo & Whitely, 2015; de Weck,
1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff & Karmiloff-Smith, 2001; Kern, 2002). No mat-
ter how old the children are, indefinite noun phrases seem to be employed mainly
to introduce secondary referents, with pronouns and definite noun phrases being
preferred for introducing main characters (de Weck, 1991; Kern, 2002). However,
in the Colozzo and Whitely (2015) study, the effects of the referent’s primacy and
animacy were subordinate to that of the position in the referential chain for three-
quarters of their 5- to 8-year-olds. Among the youngest children, the position in
the referential chain had the greatest impact.

1.3 Syntactic function

Syntactic function is also known to affect the use of referring expressions. In
monological narratives, once a referent is introduced, most expressions refer-
ring to the main character - especially personal pronouns - are the grammati-
cal subject of the utterance (Jisa, 2000; Jisa & Kern, 1998; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985,
2003). Bamberg (1987) suggested that the roles of animacy and syntactic function
could be strongly related, and that referents that are active in moving the story plot
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forward are more likely to fill the subject position. The difference between animate
and inanimate referents observed in the literature could also be related to their
likelihood of being the grammatical subject of an utterance.

Studies on dialogues have also pointed out children’s sensitivity to gram-
matical and discourse-pragmatic factors (Allen, Skarabela, & Hughes, 2008; see
also Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest, Marcos, Salazar Orvig, Caét, & Heurdier, 2021;
Chapter 5, Rezzonico, Bernasconi, de Weck, da Silva-Genest, & Jullien, 2021).
Salazar Orvig and de Weck (2013) showed that, as a whole, children between
the ages of 4 and 7 years used more pronouns, especially clitic ones, than noun
phrases. More specifically, they found that children “tend to preferentially express
the subject function with pronouns and to use pronouns mostly for the subject
function” (p. 14, our translation). Pronoun dislocations were also found, in par-
ticular for expressing a contrast with preceding utterances. However, when the
position in the referential chain was taken into account, the tendencies changed
somewhat: nouns were more prevalent as subjects in first mentions, whereas clitic
pronouns were more prevalent as subjects in subsequent mentions; for objects,
pronouns and nouns appeared in virtually equivalent proportions. Also, null
forms (very rare) were only employed as subjects in subsequent mentions to talk
about a highly accessible referent.

Concerning age, we have seen that its impact shows up in the background of
the other factors presented here. While studies on monological narratives have
shown that the older the children are, the more they use the expected referring
expressions, studies on dialogical narratives indicate a more nuanced effect of age.

1.4 Aim of the study

Firstly, we will attempt to assess the individual effects of the four factors discussed
above - and their relative importance — on the referential system of French-
speaking children in a joint storytelling activity with their mother. Secondly, we
will describe the joint impact of these factors, while focusing on two categories
of referring expressions, nouns and third-person pronouns. Based on the data
presented above, we can hypothesize that the factors studied, i.e., the referent’s
characteristics, the position of the referring expression in the referential chain and
syntactic function, and the child’s age, have a joint impact on the choice of a noun
or pronoun in dialogical narratives by preschool and elementary school children.
We contend, however, that the respective effects of these factors can be ordered
(Colozzo & Whitely, 2015). We can also hypothesize that the position in the refer-
ential chain will have a greater effect in the children’s use of referring expressions
than the other factors will, both for nouns and pronouns. We do not expect to see
an age effect on this point, in line with the literature on dialogical narratives. The
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impact of syntactic function, as well as that of the referent’s characteristics, should
be subordinate to the position in the referential chain.

In addition to being closer to children’s real-world experiences, the dialogue set-
ting induces some specific uses of referring expressions (de Weck & Salazar Orvig,
2014; de Weck, Salazar Orvig, Rezzonico, Bernasconi, & Vinel, 2019) such as using
pronouns for introducing new referents. Contrary to monological or experimental
situations, in the dialogical elicitation context that we examined, the child was telling
the story together with his/her mother. It means that his/her uses of referring expres-
sions was influenced to some extent by those of the adult and by shared knowl-
edge, among other features (Chapter 7, Marcos, Salazar Orvig, da Silva-Genest &
Heurdier, 2021). These features might influence the interplay of the various factors;
hence the relevance of studying them in this particular interactional setting.

2. Method

In this section, we present the participants under study and the data collection
procedure (2.1), the data coding method (2.2), and the statistical analyses (2.3).

2.1 Participants and data collection

For this chapter, we combined data from two corpora! to obtain a total of 30 par-
ticipating children, ages 4 to 7 years, divided into the following age groups: nine
4-year-olds (3;6-4;5), eight 5-year-olds (4;6-5;5), seven 6-year-olds (5;6-6;5), and
six 7-year-olds (6;6-7;5).

The data were collected in the homes of the children, who were videotaped with
their mother during the joint storytelling of a wordless picture book entitled Ah, les
belles vacances des petits cochons.? The participants were instructed to tell the story
together as they were accustomed to doing, with no time limit. Both the mother
and the child were unfamiliar with the book, so they discovered the story as the
activity progressed and kept the book open in front of them during the storytelling.

2.2 Coding

In this section, we begin by describing how we chose the referents (2.2.1) and the
referring expressions categories retained for the analyses (2.2.2). Then we present

1. The DIAREF-Lille corpus and the Mother-Child Interactions corpus; see Appendix I.

2. Goodall, ].S. (1980). Ah les belles vacances des petits cochons! Paris: Gallimard. Original
edition: Paddy Pork’s Holiday, Macmillan Children’s Books (1975). See Appendix IIL.A for the
summary of the story.
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the different factors hypothesized to play a role in the use of referring expressions,
namely, the position of the referring expression in the referential chain (2.2.3), the
referent’s characteristics (primacy: main vs. secondary; animacy: animate vs. inan-
imate) in the story (2.2.4), and the referring expression’s syntactic function (2.2.5).

2.2.1 Identifying the referents

To better compare the children’s productions, we drew up a list of the referents
depicted in the storybook. The list included 80 referents of different animacy and
primacy (see Section 2.2.4). The participants did not necessarily refer to all of the
referents and also mentioned others that were not on the list. Among the referents
actually mentioned by the children during the interaction, only those belonging
to the list were coded.

2.2.2  Categories of referring expressions

Only those referring expressions employed in a referential manner were retained.
They were classified into one of the seven categories listed below. These categories
represent the types of linguistic units used by the participants during the storytell-
ing. We wanted to keep this wide range, both to demonstrate the diversity of the
linguistic units used in a dialogical context, and to account for the position occu-
pied by nouns and pronouns, which will be the focus of our analyses.

- Nouns: proper, common, and adjectives used as nouns

- Clitic and strong third-person pronouns: il(s) ‘he/it/they, elle(s) ‘she/it/they,
lui, leur, eux, le, la, and les (‘it, him, her, and them)

- Noun and pronoun dislocations to the right or left: la femme elle ... (‘the lady
she...’), il ... le garcon (‘he ... the boy’), luiil... (‘him he ...")

- Demonstrative pronouns: clitic such as the ¢’ in cest (‘its’), and strong such as
ce (‘this’) and ¢a (‘that one’)

- Possessive determiners: son, sa, ses, leur(s) (‘his, her, its, their’)

- Null forms: zero anaphora, omissions and other implicit referents (with or
without pointing)

- Other pronouns: interrogative, relative, indefinite, possessive, numeral, and
adverbial

2.2.3 Position in the referential chain
We retained the following two® positions in the referential chain:

3. 'These two positions alone were taken into account in the children’s discourse because
children produce very few reactivations (Vinel, 2014) and repetitions, both of which are
usually employed by the mothers (de Weck & Salazar Orvig, 2014; de Weck et al. 2019; see also
Chapter 8, Hassan, de Weck, Rezzonico, Salazar Orvig, & Vinel, 2021).
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- First mentions: first mention of a referent in the dialogue
- Subsequent mentions: later mentions of a referent within four speech turns

2.2.4 Characteristics of the story referents

In terms of their characteristics, the 80 referents in the list included one main ani-
mate character and 79 secondary referents: 19 were animate (humanlike animals)
and 60 were inanimate (a tent, a car, etc.). This gave us three categories: main char-
acter, secondary animate characters, and inanimate referents.

2.2.5 Syntactic function

Three categories were distinguished. Given the age of the children, only the two
most frequent syntactic functions were retained here: subjects and direct objects.
All other functions were classified as “other”.

2.3 Intercoder agreement and statistics

The mother-child interactions were fully transcribed and coded by a first coder
based on written guidelines. A second coder reviewed 100% of the coding. Dis-
crepancies were resolved through discussion. A randomly selected 10% of each
interaction was recoded blindly by a judge to ensure coding reliability. Inter-
coder agreement for position in the referential chain was 89% (n =224, Cohen’s
kappa=0.80); for the referring expressions categories it was 96% (n = 224, Cohen’s
kappa=0.94); for syntactic function, it was 93% (n = 224, Cohen’s kappa=0.89).

Several techniques were used to analyze the data. First, a visual inspection
of the distribution table provided a picture of the overall use of referring expres-
sions. Second, the potential impact of five fixed-effect factors — the position of the
referring expression in the referential chain and syntactic function, the referent’s
characteristics, and the child’s age — on the use of nouns and third-person pro-
nouns was explored using two mixed-effect binomial regressions. The regressions
included two random-effect variables to control for the participant (the child’s
identity) and the item (the referent). Qualitative analyses and partition trees were
used to further explore the quantitative results.

3. Results

We present the results in two parts in order to best describe how the children used
referring expressions, and to assess the factors influencing their choices. First, after
providing a quick overview of the findings for all factors pooled, we describe the
results of each factor (3.1). Then we focus on nouns and third-person pronouns
and look further into the impact of the various factors under study (3.2).
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3.1 The use of referring expressions in terms of the different factors

Table 1 presents the results of the use of referring expressions for each factor, and
for all factors pooled (“Total” row at the bottom of Table 1).

Table 1. Distribution of referring expressions (in percentage) by their position in the
referential chain, their syntactic function, the referent’s characteristics, and the child’s age,
for all participants pooled

Null
3PP* OthP DemP Disl Nouns forms PosDet N=

% % % % % % %

Referential-chain position

First Mention 8.04 354 482 547 72.03 547 0.64 311

Sub. Mention ~ 54.25 3.46 6.56 3.96 19.81 3.31 8.65 1388
Syntactic function

Subject 7223 232 9.08 6.86 6.23 3.17 0.11 947

Object 20.75 1.24 290 124 73.03 041 0.41 241

Other 8.61 6.65 254 0.78 51.66 6.26 23.48 511

Referents’ Characteristics

Main Character 74.97 1.04 1.30  3.13 352 1.83 14.21 767

Secondary 3535 833 833 6.82 34.09 5.30 1.77 396
Animate
Character
Secondary 11.75 3.36 11.75 392 62.87 5.22 1.12 536
Inanimate
Referent
Age
4-year-old 4456 3.63 7.77 4.84 29.88 3.63 570 579
5-year-old 53.72 2.71  6.77 339 22.12 3.61 7.67 443
6-year-old 40.50 1.79 7.53  2.87 32.62 7.17 7.53 279
7-year-old 4246 528 2,51 528 3442 1.51 8.54 398
Total 4579 347 624 424 2937 3.71 7.18 1699

* 3PP: clitic and strong third-person pronouns, OthP: other pronouns, DemP: demonstrative pronouns,
Disl: noun and pronoun dislocations to the right or left, PosDet: possessive determiners, Sub. Mention:
subsequent mention, SR: secondary animate referen

Overall, in a little more than three-quarters of the cases (see “Total” row in Table 1),
the children used a third-person pronoun or a noun. Compared to these two types
of referring expressions, the other categories were much less frequent (under 10%
maximum). Now let us find out whether these results varied as a function of the
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different factors under study. Concerning the impact of the position in the referen-
tial chain (Table 1), our 4- to 7-year-olds exhibited the well-known tendencies. That
is, in first mentions there was a clear prevalence of nouns (about three-quarters of
the cases; see Example 11) and a few third-person pronouns, whereas in subse-
quent mentions, there was a majority of third-person pronouns and fewer nouns.
The other types of referring expressions were very infrequent in both of these posi-
tions in the referential chain. Note that nouns (see Table 2) in first mentions were
mostly used with indefinite (see Example 11) or definite determiners, and less
often with third-person possessive determiners. Conversely, nouns in subsequent
mentions were mostly accompanied by definite determiners (in half of the cases)
and less often by indefinite or possessive ones. The children thus exhibited a slight
preference for indefinite determiners over definite ones for introducing a referent
in a simple noun phrase and for definite determiners in subsequent mentions. The
importance of possessive determiners in both positions can be explained by the
fact that characters and objects are strongly connected in the story.

Table 2. Distribution (in percentage) of determiners preceding a noun according to their
position in the referential chain and the referent’s characteristics

Indefinite Definite Possesive Other Null N=

% % % % %
First Mentions
Main Character 33.33 66.67 0.00 0.00 0.00 3
Secondary 36.21 41.38 10.34 1.72 10.34 58
Animate Character
Secondary 42.51 35.33 16.77 3.59 1.80 167
Inanimate Referent
Total 40.79 37.28 14.91 3.07 395 228
Subsequent
Mentions
Main Character 21.74 65.22 13.04 0.00 0.00 23
Secondary 27.63 39.47 21.05 2.63 9.21 76
Animate Character
Secondary 20.11 53.80 16.85 3.26 598 184
Inanimate Referent
Total 22.26 50.88 17.67 2.83 6.36 283
Total 30.53 44.81 16.44 2.94 5.28 511

Syntactic function (Table 1) also affected the children’s use of referring expres-
sions. As the subject, the children tended to use third-person pronouns (72.23%)
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and also, but to a much lesser extent, demonstrative pronouns (9.08%) and dis-
locations (6.86%); note that a large majority of these last two types of referring
expressions were subjects (80 out of 104 occurrences for demonstrative pro-
nouns and 61 out of 72 for dislocations). As the object, nouns in post-verbal
position were the most prevalent (73.03%; see Example 3 below, Osc27, 29) and
third-person pronouns in pre-verbal position represented slightly more than a
quarter of the occurrences (20.75%). The other categories of referring expres-
sions were rarely used. For other functions, we found many nouns (51.66%;
more than a third of the occurrences were prepositional phrases or noun com-
plements), some possessive determiners (23.48%), and some third-person pro-
nouns (8.61%).

When looking at the characteristics of the referent (Table 1), the vast major-
ity of references to the main character, who was present throughout the story,
were third-person pronouns (74.97%; see Example 1 below, Jul101 and Jul103),
followed, but to a much lesser extent, by possessive determiners (14.21%) for
expressing an element in relation to the main character. Conversely, for second-
ary animate characters, in about one third of the cases the children used nouns
(34.09%) and third-person pronouns (35.35%), and to a lesser extent, demonstra-
tive pronouns (8.33%) and dislocations (6.82%). Concerning secondary inanimate
referents, the children preferred nouns (62.87%; see Example 3 below, Osc27, 29)
over third-person pronouns (11.75%). They also used demonstrative pronouns
(11.75%), although fewer in number.

Finally, when considering the age factor (Table 1), we found a general profile:
more third-person pronouns than nouns were found at ages 4 and 5 (see above,
and “Total” row in Table 1), whereas comparable numbers in these two categories
were observed at ages 6 and 7. For the other categories of referring expressions, we
noted a few tendencies worth mentioning. Both demonstrative pronouns and null
forms tended to decrease at age 7 as compared to the younger ages. The decreases
occurred to the benefit of nouns, which therefore increased between ages 4 and 7.
The virtual absence of null forms at age 7 is not surprising, since these are gener-
ally produced by younger children (see Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest et al., 2021).
Dislocations remained relatively constant across the different ages.

In sum, all of the factors studied - position in the referential chain and syntac-
tic function, the characteristics of the referent, and the child’s age — had an impact
on the use of referring expressions. The question raised, then, is whether certain
factors carry more weight than others in these variations. To answer this question,
we will look first at each factor individually and then consider all of the factors
together. Given that nouns and third-person pronouns, as we have seen on several
occasions, are the two most prevalent types of referring expressions, we will limit
our analysis to these two categories.
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3.2 Use of third-person pronouns and nouns

A mixed-effect logistic regression was used to answer to our research question.
The two outcome variables were binary. The first targeted third-person pronouns
and was scored 1 if a third-person pronoun was used, and 0 in all other cases; the
second targeted nouns, scored 1 if a noun was used and 0 if not. The initial model
included the five fixed-effect factors described above (position in the referential
chain, syntactic function, the referent’s characteristics, and age of the child), along
with two random-effect variables to control for the participant (the child’s iden-
tity) and the item (the referent). For the factors “position in the referential chain”
and “syntactic function”, only the most relevant cases were included in the model.
For this reason, only referring expressions in first or subsequent mentions (not in
reactivations) with a subject or direct-object function were analyzed. The referent’s
caracteristics variable was a three level variable including: main character, second-
ary animate characters and secondary inanimate referents.

The partition trees presented in Figures 1 and 2 show only those factors that
were significant in the models. The factors are represented as nodes. The higher a
node is in the tree, the greater its weight in the use of referring expressions, which
in this case means third-person pronouns and nouns. The histograms under the
nodes indicate the weight of the referring expression in question with respect
to that of all other referring expressions. We can see from these two figures that
nouns and third-person pronouns were used differently.

3.2.1 Factors of variation in the use of third-person pronouns

The model (see Table 3) shows that the position of the referring expression in
the referential chain, its syntactic function, and the referent’s characteristics were
significant variables, whereas age (in months) was not. The model obtained a
C-value? of 0.89, indicating that it is very robust.

4. 'The models were assessed using C statistics, which indicate whether the predicted bino-
mial outcome is better than chance. Hosmer, Lemeshow and Sturdivant (2013) considered
that C-values below .5 indicated a model that is not better than chance whereas C-values
above .7 are reasonable and above .8 are strong.
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Table 3. Regression tables for clitic and strong third-person pronouns and nouns

Random
Fixed Effects Est* S.E. z P Effects Var. S.D.

3pp**
Intercept -0.03 0.61 -0.056 0.955

Referential-chain position ~ 1.55 0.27 5.801 <.001 Participant 0.131 0.362
(Subsequent Mention)*

Age (months) -0.00 0.01 -0.335 0.738

Referent characteristics -3.12 022 -13.954 <.001

(Secondary Inanimate
Referent)

Referent characteristics -2.18 0.20 -10.955 <.001
(Secondary Animate
Character)

Syntactic function (Subject) 1.11 0.22 5.014 <.001

Nouns***
Intercept -1.20 0.80 -1.499 0.134
Referential-chain position -1.77 0.27  -6.533 <.001 Participant  0.146 0.382
(Subsequent Mention)
Age (months) 0.02 0.01 1.834 0.067
Referent characteristics 2.88 0.41 6.938 <.001
(Secondary Inanimate
Referent)
Referent characteristics 2.66 0.42 6.285 <.001
(Secondary Animate
Character)

Syntactic function (Subject) -3.25 0.26 -12.453 <.001

* Est.: Estimate; S.E.: standard error; Var.: Variance; S.D.: standard deviation

** 3PP: Clitic and strong third-person pronouns, Number of obs: 1194, grouping factors: Participant:
30, C-value: 0.89. Only the model with the Main Character as the intercept is presented here. The model
using Secondary Inanimate Referent as the intercept shows that there is a significant difference between
Secondary Inanimate Referent and Secondary Animate Character (z = 4.4840, p < .001)

** Nouns: Number of obs: 1194, grouping factors: Participants: 30; C-value: 0.95. Only the model with
the Main Character as the intercept is presented here. The model using Secondary Inanimate Referent
as the intercept shows that there is a significant difference between Secondary Inanimate Referents and
Secondary Animate Character (z=—1.066, p = .2864)

T In Table 3, the category in parentheses on fixed-effect rows indicates the category compared to the
intercept (reference level). For binomial factors, the reference level is the other factor, for multilevel
factors, the reference level is the level not appearing on any row of the table.

In order to better understand the model, we drew a partition tree (Figure 1) and
conducted qualitative analyses.
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Figure 1. Binary partition tree for clitic and strong third-person pronouns

Note: 3PP: clitic and strong third-person pronouns, FM: first mentions, SM: subsequent mentions, MC:
main character, SR: secondary animate referents, IN: secondary inanimate referent. Yellow indicates the
odds of observing a clitic and strong third-person pronoun in a given context. Red indicates the odds of
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The analyses showed that for third-person pronouns, the main character status
was the factor that had the greatest impact on the use of this type of referring
expression (left branch of Figure 1). In the main character branch (see Example 1),
the position in the referential chain was the second factor - the children produced
more third-person pronouns in subsequent mentions than in first mentions (two
histograms on the left). The syntactic function of the referring expression encod-
ing the main character had no impact on pronoun use.

(1) Julie2,5 3;11

Motl65 et il se baigne. ‘and he’s going swimming’
“Cest agréable je me baigne“ <=! ‘it’s nice, ’'m swimming. <=!
parlant au nom de MC>. = talking for the pig>. =
((pointe MC) ((points to MC))

Jull01  un chien Iui vole ses habits. ‘a dog steals his clothes from

him!

Mot166 le chien lui vole ses habits. ‘the dog steals his clothes from

him’
ah il va étre tout nu. ‘ah he’s going to be all naked’
tu crois qu’il va pouvoir sortir ‘do you think he’ll be able to get
de leau? out of the water?’

5. In the examples, captions indicate the name of the child, his/her age (years; months); the
first three letters of the child’s first name are given (e.g. Jul for Julie). Mot stands for mother.
An approximate English translation is given between inverted commas. For more details on
transcription conventions, see Appendix II.
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Jull02  non pas tout nu. ‘no, not all naked’
Motl167 pas tout nu. ‘not all naked’
Jul103  sinon il peut se rhabiller. ‘if not he can get dressed again’

In Example 1, the child refers to the main character using third-person pronouns:
the pronoun il (‘he’) (Jul103) in the subject function, and the pronoun lui (‘him’)
(Jul101) in a function other than subject. Pronouns were most often produced to
refer to the main character in subsequent mentions, but without being attributed
a particular syntactic function.

In cases where the referent was not the main character but a secondary ani-
mate or inanimate referent (right branch of Figure 1), the syntactic function of the
referring expression combined with another factor (the position in the referential
chain or the referent’s animacy) affected the children’s use of third-person pro-
nouns to varying degrees. When the referring expression was in a subject function
and the referent was animate, third-person pronouns were used more frequently
by the children than in secondary inanimate referents. This was more often the
case for subsequent mentions relative to first mentions. In the rare cases where
one of those referents was introduced by a clitic third-person pronoun, it was often
accompanied by pointing (Example 2) or corresponded to a group of characters
already identified individually (Example 3).

In Example 2, the child is referring to the dog who just stole the main char-
acter’s clothes (Osc43). He uses the third-person pronoun il (‘it’) to introduce the
dog while pointing to the picture of the dog. So there is no ambiguity as to which
referent is at stake.

(2) Oscar, 557

Osc42  eti(l) s(e) déshabille pour aller ‘and he gets undressed to go into
dans la mare. = ((pointe le lac)) the lake. = (points to the lake))

Mot43  ((meére tourne la page)) ((mother turns the page))

Osc43  la il a pris ses habits. = ‘here it took his clothes’ =
((pointe le chien)) ((points to the dog))

In Example 3, the mother refers to the main character with the third-person pro-
noun il (‘he’), and to the pigs in the caravan with the third-person pronoun les
(‘them’). The child (Jam154) refers to the group of pigs, as he points to them, using
the third-person pronoun ils (‘they’). The pointing, the third-person pronoun
used, and the reflexive form removes all doubt about which referent is at stake.

(3) James, 4;6

Mot184 etlail les retrouve en fait. = ‘and here, he meets up with
((pointe I'image)) them again in fact’ = ((points
to the picture))
Jam154 ah oui ils s(e) retrouvent! = ‘ah yes they meet up again I'=
((pointe le groupe de cochons)) ((points to the group of pigs))
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In Example 4, the two secondary animate characters mentioned are introduced by
the child (Sop63) with the NP deux personnes (‘two people’) and are then referred
to again with the third-person plural pronoun ils (‘they’) (Sop65).

(4) Sophie, 7;2

Sop63  etlaya deux personnes ‘and here there are two people
qui sortent. = who are leaving’ =
((pointe I'image)) ((points to the picture))

[...]

Mot68 et ils sortent parce regarde ‘and they’re leaving because
lay a marqué = there it says’ =
((pointe l'affiche)) ((points to the sign))

[...]

Mot69  ils sortent du concert ‘they’re leaving the concert’

[...]

Mot69 et les gens ils le regardent. = ‘and the people, they’re looking
((pointe I'image)) at him’= ((points to the
et les cochons la queest-ce qu’ils picture)) ‘and the pigs there,
font? what are they doing?’

Sop65  ils sont étonnés. ‘they are surprised’
ils le regardent comme ¢a avec ‘they are looking at him like
un sourire. that with a smile’

When a referring expression was found in a object function, the position in the
referential chain had an impact. Third-person pronouns were almost never used
in first mentions and rarely in subsequent mentions. In this case, other referring
expressions were employed.

A noun was generally used to introduce a secondary animate character
(Examples 1 - Jul101 - and 4) or a secondary inanimate referent (Example 5).

In Example 5, the child uses a noun or a noun dislocation to refer to the tent,
both in a first mention to introduce the inanimate object (Osc22) and in subse-
quent mentions to maintain the reference (Osc27, 28, 29 and 32).

(5) Oscar, 5;7

Osc22  etlai(l) s(e) met a construire ‘and here he starts to build
une tente. = ((pointe le cochon)) a tent. = ((points to the pig)

[...]

Osc27  ¢ava casser la tente. ‘it’s going to break, the tent.

Osc28  la tente elle / elle sest envolée. ‘the tent, it blew away’

[...]

Osc29  le cochon i(l) monte rattraper ‘the pig he’s going up to grab
euh la tente . = ((pointe le uh the tent’ = ((points to the pig
cochon et ensuite la tente)) and then the tent))
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Mot30 il essaie dattraper la tente ‘he’s trying to grab the tent
alors qu’i(l) y a le +/. = ((pointe when there’s the +/ = ((points
le cochon et ensuite la tente)) to the pig and then the tent))

[...]

Osc32  i(l) va tomber avec la tente. ‘he’s going to fall with the tent’

In sum, our analyses aimed at gaining insight into the use of third-person pro-
nouns showed that, except for age, all of the factors studied (i.e., the position of
the referring expression in the referential chain and its syntactic function, and
the referent’s characteristics) were significant. Referent status (main vs. secondary)
turned out to have the greatest impact on the use of this type of referring expres-
sion (first binomial split): referring to the main character was most often encoded
by a third-person pronoun, especially in subsequent mentions. For secondary ref-
erents, syntactic function (subject vs. object), coupled with another factor (posi-
tion in the referential chain and referent’s characteristics), played a major role.

3.2.2  Factors of variation in the use of nouns
The model (see Table 3 above) indicates that the position in the referential chain,
the syntactic function, the referent’s characteristics, and the child’s age (in months),
were all significant variables affecting the use of nouns. The model is very robust
(C-value: 0.95). In order to better understand these findings, we generated a parti-
tion tree (Figure 2) and conducted qualitative analyses.

The analyses showed that the syntactic function was the most influential fac-
tor: Overall, the children used more nouns to express objects than to express sub-
jects. As a reminder, only the two most frequent cases, subjects and express objects

Syntactic_function
P<o.001

Subject Object

Referential position Charanerlsncs
P <0.001 P <0.001

{IN,SC}

were included in the model.

M

™M
{6}
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Figure 2. Binary partition tree for nouns

Note: FM: first mentions, SM: subsequent mentions, MC: main character, SR: secondary animate referent,
IN: secondary inanimate referent. Yellow indicates the odds of observing a noun in a given context. Red
indicates the odds of observing another form than a noun in the same given context.
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When the referring expression took on the object function (right branch of Fig-
ure 2), referents’ characteristics turned out to be the second factor. The children
produced more nouns to mention a secondary referent (an animate character or
an inanimate referent) than to mention the main character. The main character
was designated by referring expressions other than nouns (see the first histograms
on the left and the last on the right), and in particular by the clitic third-person
pronoun le (‘him’), as in Example 6.

(6) Manon, 7;3
Manl14 un lapin le regardait. ‘a rabbit was looking at him’
= ((tourne la page)) = ((turns the page))

In addition, for objects, when the referent was secondary, the position in the refer-
ential chain had an impact on noun use. If the referring expression was in subse-
quent mention position, the probability of it being a noun was high, whatever the
child’s age (Example 7).

(7)  Oscar, 5;7
Osc22  ouiil a planté sa tente = ((tape ‘yes, he put up his tent = ((taps
la tente avec son doigt)) the tent with his finger))

When the referring expression was in first mention position, the children almost
always chose a noun, whether for a secondary inanimate referent (Example 8) or
a secondary animate character (Examples 9 and 10).

(8) Arnaud, 7;5
Arn24 etlai(l) s(e) met a construire ‘and here he starts to build
une tente. ((pointe le cochon)) a tent!= ((points to the pig))

(9) Anais, 4;4
Ana74 il va [/]il va aller ‘he’s going to, he’s going to go
voir le directeur. see the boss’

(10)  Simon, 5;6
Sim99 et apres il retrouve ‘and then he meets back up
sa maman. with his mom’

When the referent was in the subject function (left branch of Figure 2) and used
as the first mention of a referent (first split), the referent’s primacy had no impact,
but age did. Children older than 5;9 years (69 months) used more nouns than their
younger peers. The older children mainly used nouns in first mentions, either
post-verbally in a cleft construction like il y a un ... qui (‘there is a ... who’) or in
presentative constructions such as il était une fois (literally, ‘it was a time, meaning
‘once upon a time’) (Example 11).
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(11) Damien, 7;4

Damb5 il était une fois trois ‘once upon a time there were
petits cochons qui: étaient three little pigs who were
{qui part}. = ((acquies¢ant de {who is leaving}’ = ((nodding
la téte)) his head))

On the other hand, nouns were employed far less often by the younger children.
This can be explained by the fact that, at this age, children introduce very few
referents; it is essentially the mothers who produce first mentions (see Chapter 8,
Hassan et al., 2021).

When the subject was the subject in a subsequent mention, a noun was almost
never used to mention the main character, regardless of the child’s age. Few nouns
were observed as subsequent mentions of secondary inanimate referents or sec-
ondary animate characters. In this position, a pronoun was generally used to refer
to characters.

In sum, the analyses aimed at exploring noun use showed that all factors
examined (i.e., the position in the referential chain, the syntactic function, the
referent’s characteritsics, and the child’s age) had a significant impact. Contrary
to what was observed for third-person pronouns, syntactic function (subject vs.
object) turned out to define the first binomial split — nouns were usually used
in the object function. However, the referent’s characteristics, the position of the
referring expression in the referential chain, and the child’s age modulated this
overall difference. While the use of a noun for the main character was rare even in
the object function, nouns were very frequent in first mentions of secondary refer-
ents (animate characters and inanimate referents) starting at a given age (3;11 for
objects and 5;9 for subjects). In subsequent mentions, nouns fulfilling the object
function were used at all ages for secondary referents. In contrast, nouns acting as
the subject were seldom used, regardless of primacy or age.

4. Discussion

This study was aimed at deepening our understanding of how referring expressions
are used by children between the ages of 4 and 7 years in a situation of dialogi-
cal storytelling with their mother. We began by tallying the referring expressions
actually used by the children. Next we attempted to show how these uses varied
as a function of several relevant factors. Lastly, we studied the relative importance
of these factors, while focusing on the production of nouns and third-person
pronouns.

Our analysis of the referring expressions used by the children confirmed
the importance of nouns and third-person pronouns, which alone accounted for
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nearly three-quarters of the occurrences. The high prevalence of nouns and third-
person pronouns was expected and aligns with our previous conclusions (Sala-
zar Orvig & de Weck, 2013; Vinel, 2014). Concerning the four factors taken into
account in this study, we found very similar tendencies to those described in other
studies on narratives, whether monological or dialogical. Below, we briefly sum-
marize our findings.

4.1 Effects of the various factors

As a whole, both for third-person pronouns (third-person pronouns vs. all other
referring expressions) and nouns (nouns vs. all other referring expressions), the
factors affecting the use of referring expressions were its position in the referen-
tial chain and its syntactic function, and the referent’s characteristics. Concerning
the role of position, our data are in line with the results of a large body of litera-
ture (Akinci, 2012; Bamberg, 1987; de Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff
& Karmiloff-Smith, 2001; Kern, 2002) showing that the vast majority of referring
expressions in first mentions are noun phrases, often indefinite, and the vast major-
ity of referring expressions in subsequent mentions are third-person pronouns.

Concerning syntactic function, referring expressions acting as the subject
were mostly pronouns (third-person and demonstrative), whereas those acting as
objects were mostly post-verbal nouns. The prevalence of third-person pronouns
as subjects aligns with the results of other studies (both in French and in English)
on storytelling in monological (Jisa, 2000; Jisa & Kern, 1998; Karmiloft-Smith,
1985, 2003) or dialogical situations (Allen, Skarabela & Hughes, 2008; Salazar
Orvig & de Weck, 2013).

The referent’s characteristics also triggered variations in the use of referring
expressions by the children. Namely, third-person pronouns were chosen for the
main character, whereas nouns were used for secondary referents, as other authors
have shown (de Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985, 2003).
Third-person pronouns were also preferred for mentioning animate referents,
while nouns were usually used for inanimate ones. These findings are consistent
with the literature (e.g., Fukumura & van Gompel (2011) for adults, and de Weck
& Salazar Orvig (2014) and Vinel (2014) for children). Notably, the latter authors
found that when referring to a secondary referent in subsequent mentions, the
children used third-person pronouns the most.

Lastly, we found age-related differences between the 4- to 5-year-olds and the
6- to 7-year-olds. The older group used more nouns than did the younger group,
as observed by a number of authors (Akinci, 2012; de Weck, 1991; Hickmann,
2003; Karmiloft-Smith, 1985; Kern, 2002), in such a way that nouns and pronouns
occurred in closer proportions at age 6-7. Similarly, certain referring expressions
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(in particular, demonstrative pronouns and null forms) practically disappeared
at age 7. However, the binomial logistic regressions showed that once other fac-
tors were controlled, age was a significant factor for nouns but not for third-
person pronouns. This could indicate that by the age of four, children have already
acquired the usage conventions of older children and are sensitive to constraints
of different levels that vary according to the referent’s characteristics (animacy and
primacy) and the position of the referring expression in the referential chain and
its syntactic function. It could also indicate that the observed age-related varia-
tions are linked to the frequency of production of contexts requiring a noun (or
a third-person pronoun), rather than depending solely on age. Finally, the role
of the mother and of shared knowledge may have an impact on the use of refer-
ring expressions. Indeed, in monological narratives, children have to tell a story in
an autonomous way whereas they can count on their mothers’ scaffolding during
joint storytelling.

These results bring us to the second part of the discussion, which deals with
the relative importance of the different factors in the use of nouns and third-per-
son pronouns. More specifically, at any given point in the discourse, is the child’s
choice to use a noun or a third-person pronoun simultaneously influenced by its
position in the referential chain, its syntactic function, the referent’s characteristics
(primacy and animacy), and the child’s age?

4.2 Factor interdependence

In order to better understand how these factors are interconnected, we gener-
ated partition trees using only those variables shown to be significant in the
mixed-model regressions. The trees brought out different patterns for nouns
and third-person pronouns. For third-person pronouns, the first factor was the
referent’s characteristics, as the main character; the second was the position of
the referring expression in the referential chain (subsequent mention). Animate
referents in subsequent mentions triggered the frequent use of third-person
pronouns — when the children were referring to the main character or a sec-
ondary animate character in subsequent mentions, they very often used a third-
person pronoun. This finding is in line with those of Bamberg (1987), Colozzo
and Whitely (2015), and de Weck (1991). However, referent animacy was not an
important factor in first mentions — when secondary referents were introduced,
pronoun use was affected more by syntactic function (subject vs. direct object)
than by animacy.

For nouns, the syntactic function of the referring expression and the refer-
ent’s characteristics turned out to carry the most weight — a noun was frequently
used in the object function to mention a secondary referent, animate or inanimate.
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This is consistent with earlier findings (de Weck & Salazar Orvig, 2014; Vinel,
2014). According to Fukumura and van Gompel (2011), secondary referents, not
only animate but especially inanimate ones, are less accessible than main referents,
which makes using a noun more relevant than using a pronoun. The position in
the referential chain, which was age-related here, also seems to influence the use of
a noun. In short, age played a major role in noun use. It was particularly relevant
in first mentions of referents in the subject function, where children under age 5;9
(69 months) used more nouns than those under 69 months, who employed nouns
only on a few rare occasions.

These results partially validate our hypotheses and align with those obtained
in the literature. However, while the position in the discourse appears to be a
key factor in the choice of a referring expression, it seems to be subordinate to
syntactic function (in the case of nouns) and subordinate to the referent’s char-
acteristics for third-person pronouns. Lastly, the differences between the results
obtained for nouns and third-person pronouns may mean that the choice of a
referring expression depends above all on the shared general constraints that
govern their use: all four factors were significant for nouns and third-person
pronouns. The relative importance of each of these factors may nonetheless be
specific to one or the other (i.e., different organizations for nouns and third-
person pronouns).

These complex interrelations between age and the other factors opens up sev-
eral avenues worth consideration in future research.

4.3 Further perspectives

The results reported in this chapter corroborate those found in the literature on
the factors affecting young children’s use of referring expressions. In particular,
this study confirmed the importance of four factors in the use of a noun or a third-
person pronoun. It also allowed us to rank these four factors. Interestingly, the
ranking was not the same for nouns and third-person pronouns. Our multifacto-
rial analysis also shed some new light on the role of the child’s age, at least in a
dialogical context in which the mother and the child are telling a story together
with the same book.

The findings of the present study provide insight into the inconsistency of
the results obtained in two types of studies: observational studies based on dia-
logical/interactional data, and studies in which children are asked to tell a story to
an experimenter. We can speculate that the variables at play in the production of
referential expressions are the same in both contexts, but the presence of an adult
telling the story with the child may facilitate it. Several chapters of this book argue
in favor of this idea. It would be useful in the future to conduct research aimed at
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confirming this hypothesis by comparing the productions of the same children
during monological narrative and dialogical narrative with an adult.
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This study investigated the relation between morphosyntactic and discourse-
pragmatic features in the production of referential expressions by French-
speaking children with developmental language disorders (DLD) as compared to
their typically developing peers (TD). Fifteen TD children and 15 children with
DLD, age 4;6 to 7;5 were asked to tell a picture-book story with their mother. The
type of referring expression, the position in the referential chain, and the syntactic
function were coded. Both groups of children were sensitive to discourse and
syntax. Children with DLD differed from their peers in the use of object clitic
pronouns in subsequent mentions, the proportion of nouns produced without

a determiner, and null subjects. Null subjects only appeared in a particular
discursive and pragmatic context.

Keywords: developmental language disorders, clitic pronouns, nouns, discourse,
morphosyntax

1. Introduction

Most studies describing French-speaking children with a Developmental Language
Disorder (DLD, Bishop, Snowling, Thompson, Greenhalgh, & The CATALISE-2
consortium, 2017; also called Primary Language Impairment or Specific Language
Impairement, SLI) have found evidence of phonological and morphosyntactic
difficulties in these children (Hamann et al., 2003; Jakubowicz, 2003; Jakubowicz,
Nash, Rigault, & Gérard, 1998; Jakubowicz & Tuller, 2009; Paradis & Crago, 2001;
Royle & Thordardottir, 2008, Royle & Stine, 2013; Thordardottir & Namazi, 2007).
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While complex linguistic forms (e.g., verbs) are often noted as clinical markers of
a specific language impairment (Prigent, Parisse, Leclercq, & Maillart, 2015), very
few studies have systematically explored discursive and pragmatic difficulties in
these children (de Weck & Jullien, 2013; de Weck & Rosat, 2003).

Studies that take a grammatical approach to describing this syndrome have
identified certain specific morphosyntactic features as potential clinical markers
of DLD in different languages (Bortolini et al., 2006; Bortolini, Caselli, Deevy,
& Leonard, 2002; Fletcher, 2009; Kunnari et al., 2011; Leonard, 2013). Research
on French DLD has noted relative clauses (Delage, Monjauze, Hamann, & Tuller,
2008; Hamann, Tuller, Monjauze, Delage, & Henry, 2007) and verb morphology
(Jakubowicz, 2003; Jakubowicz & Nash, 2001; Paradis & Crago, 2001; Royle &
Thordardottir, 2008) as potential DLD markers. Paradis and Crago (2001) pointed
out that verbal morphology in French-speaking children with DLD was charac-
terized by a large number of unmarked verbal forms, and Jackubowicz (2003)
observed that past tense verbs were avoided by children with DLD. Object clitic
pronouns were also identified as vulnerable aspects in children with DLD, in both
French (Griiter, 2005; Jakubowicz, 2003; Jakubowicz et al., 1998; Jakubowicz &
Tuller, 2009; Tuller, Delage, Monjauze, Piller, & Barthez, 2011) and English (Schel-
letter & Leinonen, 2003). In an elicitation task in French, the use of a null form
when an object clitic pronoun was expected was more frequent in children with
DLD than in typically developing children (TD) (Griiter, 2005; Jakubowicz et al.,
1998). More generally, although object clitic pronouns are often avoided by TD
children (Van der Velde, 2003), children with DLD display delayed acquisition
of object clitic pronouns relative to subject clitic pronouns in comparison to TD
children (Hamann et al., 2003; Jakubowicz et al., 1998; Paradis, Crago, Genesee &
Rice, 2003). However, Hamann et al. (2003) observed a similar but delayed devel-
opment in subject use for French-speaking children with DLD. In contrast, chil-
dren with DLD tend to produce a larger number of lexical noun phrases than do
TD children (Salazar Orvig & de Weck, 2013; Schelletter & Leinonen, 2003).

The socio-pragmatic nature of the task might also have an effect on morpho-
syntactic difficulties or resources. Verb and clitic-related difficulties seem to be
more important in studies using elicitation tasks than in those focusing on social
interaction. For instance, in a free-play activity Thordardottir and Namazi (2007)
found no significant differences between DLD and TD children in using the accu-
rate verb form and unexpected null forms with an object or subject function.
Moreover, the rate of unexpected null forms in object position was negligible for
both groups in this same context. A similar difference between data from elicited
productions and productions during social interaction also was found for NPs
without a determiner (Royle & Stine, 2013). Thordardottir and Namazi (2007)
explained this discrepancy as a possible task effect or age effect. The children

printed on 2/10/2023 9:08 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conlterns-of -use



Chapter 5. Referring expressions and developmental language disorders 143

performing the elicitation tasks were generally older (e.g., schoolchildren) than
those who participated in Thordardottir and Namazi’s study (preschoolers). How-
ever, Hamann and her colleagues (2003), who also studied a conversational sam-
ple, found that morphological errors decreased with age.

This discrepancy might be related to the different discourse-pragmatic condi-
tions in the two settings. Although both studies explored a conversational sam-
ple, the context might have been different in the two studies. Thordardottir and
Namazi (2007) noted that their observations were made in a free-play activity
with a limited set of toys, whereas Hamman et al. (2003) did not provide details
on the context in which the data were collected. Discourse-pragmatic constraints
might vary across activities and have an impact on the use of a particular type of
referring expression such as a clitic pronoun (see Chapter 9, de Weck, Hassan,
Heurdier, Klein, & Salagnac, 2021).

A series of studies in French (de Weck & Rosat, 2003; Salazar Orvig et al.,
2010a, 2010b), Italian (Serratrice, 2005, 2008), or English (Hughes & Allen, 2013,
2015), have consistently indicated that typically developing young children’s pro-
ductions are influenced by discourse-pragmatic aspects (see Chapter 3, da Silva-
Genest, Marcos, Salazar Orvig, Caét, & Heurdier, 2021, and Chapter 7, Marcos,
Salazar Orvig, da Silva-Genest, & Heurdier, 2021). For instance, Allen, Hughes
and Skarabela (2015) and Hughes and Allen (2013, 2015) showed that the real-
ization of the subject argument is dependent on the accessibility of the referent,
highly accessible referents being more likely to be referred to with a null form than
less accessible referents. In these studies, children showed earlier mastery of the
referential process (2;5 to 3 years of age) in dialogical free-play activities (Salazar
Orvig et al., 2010a, 2010b) than in studies based on monological storytelling (de
Weck, 1991; Hickmann, 2003; Karmiloff-Smith, 1985).

For children with DLD, discourse studies have mostly looked at narratives for
exploring referent first mentions and maintenance of reference. This body of liter-
ature indicates that children with DLD produce more ambiguous and less suitable
referring expressions than same-age TD children, both when mentioning a refer-
ent for the first time (first mentions) in a discourse (Schelletter & Leinonen, 2003;
Schneider & Hayward, 2010) and when maintaining a referent (Paul, Hernandez,
Taylor, & Johnson, 1996). With regard to first mentions, Schneider and Hayward
(2010) observed a lower referential-cohesion score for English-speaking 4- to
8-year-old children with DLD than for TD children. In English, Schelleter and
Leinonen (2003) found that children with DLD produced more pronouns than
did TD children when mentioning referents for the first time. In French, de Weck
and Rosat (2003) showed that 4- to 6-year-old children with DLD made fewer
first-mention referents in narratives and produced more unsuitable forms such
as definite NPs when the interlocutor did not know the story. However, de Weck
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and Jullien (2013) observed that both children with and children without DLD
in French produced more lexical NPs than pronouns in first mentions. They also
found that the DLD group used more null or undefined forms (de Weck & Jullien,
2013: 75; ‘[e] pouss{er/é}, [e] push/to push/pushed’, Pau, DLD, 7;5 years old) as first
mention, as compared to their typically developing peers. Such findings may also
vary according to story complexity (Botting, 2002). For example, Strong (1998)
showed that incoherent first mentions increased with the number of characters in
the story. Studies analyzing English- or French-speaking children with DLD have
also noted that these children produce more ambiguous maintenance forms than
typical children (see Liles, 1985; Paul et al., 1996, for English; de Weck, 2004a,
2004b for French) and also more unexpected forms such as indefinite determiners
and ambiguous pronouns (de Weck & Rosat, 2003).

In summary, research indicates that children with DLD exhibit both mor-
phosyntactic difficulties (i.e., clitic pronouns in French) and discourse difficulties
when producing monological narratives or performing elicitation tasks. However,
morphosyntactic difficulties (e.g., null subjects or objects, and nouns without a
determiner) seem to be greater in studies that have used elicitation tasks than in
those using observational designs for data collection (Thordadottir & Namazi,
2007; Royle & Stine, 2013). Research has also shown that discourse-pragmatic
features influence the use of referring expressions (see de Weck & Jullien, 2013;
Salazar Orvig et al., 2010a, 2010b; see also Chapter 9, de Weck et al,, 2021). Taking
into account discourse-pragmatic features such as the position in the referential
chain could provide insight into this discrepancy between activities. To the best of
our knowledge, few studies have explored the relationship between morphosyn-
tactic and discourse-pragmatic features. Schaeffer (2003) showed that, unlike TD
children under age 3, Dutch-speaking children with DLD ages 4 to 8 years, pre-
sented difficulties in morphosyntactic domains that are grammatical only (such
as determiner dropping) but did not exhibit difficulties in domains of syntax that
are linked to pragmatic principles (such as Dutch object scrambling). In French,
de Weck and Jullien (2013) investigated the relationship between morphosyntac-
tic and discourse-pragmatic features during monological storytelling (see above).
In a preliminary study with a smaller number of participants, Salazar Orvig and
de Weck (2013) pointed out the contrast between morphosyntactic and discur-
sive domains in children with DLD during a joint storytelling activity with their
mother: on one hand these children tended to make grammatical errors (of gender
or form omissions), as mentioned in the literature (see above), and to have a small
number of forms at their disposal; on the other hand they were able to correctly
use clitic personal pronouns in accordance with their position in the referential
chain (such pronouns were preferred in subsequent mentions and were very rare
in first mentions).
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The present chapter further explores the use of referential expressions by
children with and without DLD during mother-child interactions. Our two main
goals are: (a) to compare the referring expressions produced by children with and
without DLD to mention for the first time, maintain, and reactivate referents dur-
ing a mother-child interaction; and (b) to explore, in a dialogical setting, two con-
troversial features of French DLD - noun phrases without determiners and null
subjects — and the role of their position in the referential chain.

Regarding the first goal, we hypothesized that although all children are sensi-
tive to discursive features (i.e., position in the referential chain), the two groups of
children will differ on the discursive use of noun phrases and pronouns, particu-
larly for clitic ones. In line with Schelleter and Leinonen (2003) and Salazar Orvig
and de Weck (2013), we expected children with DLD to have a higher ratio of
noun phrases to pronouns than their typically developing peers, across the various
positions in the referential chain. Regarding the second goal, we expected children
with DLD to use more noun phrases without determiners, and null subjects than
TD children. Also, we expected this phenomenon to be influenced by discursive
features, here, the position in the referential chain (i.e., first mention, subsequent
mention, and reactivation). For both groups, null subjects should occur in ref-
erent maintenance, while full referential expressions should be produced in first
mentions.

2. Method

This study used a between-group design at one testing time. Groups were matched
child-by-child according to chronological age (a difference of at most one month
was tolerated) and sex.

2.1 Participants

Thirty French-speaking mother-child dyads living in the French-speaking part of
Switzerland or in France were studied. The sample! included 15 TD children (10
boys and 5 girls) and 15 children with DLD (10 boys and 5 girls). The children
in both groups were 4;6 to 7;5 years of age. All children with DLD were referred
by experienced speech-language therapists as presenting a phonological-syntactic
syndrome. No hearing, motor, cognitive, or affective disorder was reported for
any child who participated in the study. All children were pre-tested for language

1. 'The data were drawn from the Mother-Child Interaction corpus (see Appendix I for more
details).
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production and comprehension (N-EEL, Chevrie-Muller & Plaza, 2001). The pre-
school children were evaluated on 13 scores and the elementary school children,
on 17 scores. Children with DLD obtained scores 1.5 standard deviations (SD)
below the mean on at least 8 scores out of 13 (12 out of 17 for the children enrolled
in elementary school) and no more than 3 scores were less than one standard
deviation below the mean (no more than 4 scores for the elementary school). TD
children obtained scores near to or above the mean (with a tolerance of 4 scores
one SD below the mean).

2.2 Procedure

The mother and child were asked to tell together a story presented in a picture
book with no text, Ah les belles vacances des petits cochons!.*> The only instruc-
tions they received were: “Just tell the story together as you're used to doing and
take your time”. All interactions were audio- and video-taped and transcribed (see
Appendix II), taking into account the verbal and non-verbal contributions of the
dyads. The interactions were analyzed in full from the beginning to the end of the
story.

2.3 Coding

All expressions referring to characters and objects in the story were identified.
This included the main character, 18 secondary animal characters, and 45 inani-
mate referents appearing in the picture book.

2.3.1  Type of referring expressions

The referring expressions were coded as noun phrases (NPs), clitic pronouns,
demonstrative pronouns, dislocations (both pronoun-pronoun and noun-pronoun
dislocations), null forms (zero anaphora, omissions and implicit referents with or
without pointing), and other pronouns (in particular, strong and relative pronouns).
Interactions were coded by a first coder and 100% of the coding was reviewed by a
second coder. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion between coders. To
further ensure coding stability, 10% of each interaction was recoded (blind to the
original coding). Interrater agreement was 96.08% (n = 153) and Cohen’s kappa was
0.93. Nouns, simple or dislocated, were further identified as NPs with a determiner,
NPs without a determiner in a context in which a determiner was expected (see

2. Goodall, ].S. (1980). Ah les belles vacances des petits cochons! Paris: Gallimard. Original
edition: Paddy Pork’s Holidays. Macmillan Children’s Books (1975). See summary in
Appendix ITI-A.
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Example 1), or NPs without a determiner in a context where one was not expected
(e.g., proper nouns). Interrater reliability was 100% (n = 73).

(1) Samuel, DLD, 4;93

Sam109 NULL cochon ‘NULL pig
i va tomber will fall down
su(r) 1(e) t(r)ain. on the train’

2.3.2  Position in the referential chain

Referring expressions were categorized according to their position in the refer-
ential chain in the dialogue. First mentions were identified and subsequent men-
tions* of a referent were coded as “subsequent mentions” if they occurred within
four speech turns, and as “reactivations” if beyond four speech turns with no
mention of a referent (see Example 2 below). Interrater reliability reached 93.49%
(n =153) and Cohen’s kappa was 0.87.

2.3.3 Syntactic function

Two syntactic functions (i.e., subject and direct object) were selected and identi-
fied in the data. The other cases were coded as “other” and not further analyzed.
These two functions were the ones most likely to consistently appear in the chil-
dren’s productions, given their age and the fact that half of the participants had
a language impairment. Interrater reliability was 98.04% (n = 153) and Cohen’s
kappa was 0.97.

3. Results

Based on the criteria presented above, 1335 referring expressions were identified
and coded. 148 referring expressions (11.08% of the total) were excluded from the
analyses because they were repetitions or unscorable cases. The final dataset was
composed of 1187 referring expressions.

3. Inthe examples, captions indicate the name of the child, his group (TD, DLD), his/her age
(years; months); the first three letters of the child’s first name are given (e.g., Sam for Samuel).
Mot stands for mother. Non-adultlike forms were transcribed in phonetics (square brackets).
NULL stands for null forms. An approximate English translation is given between inverted
commas. For details on transcription conventions, see Appendix II.

4. Subsequent mentions occurred after either the child’s or the mother’s first mention of the
referent.
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Table 1. Type of referring expression, by population and position in the referential chain

(group percentage)

Nouns Disl* C3PP SDem NF  OthP N

% % % % % % =
Total DLD 37.88 6.35 34.04 7.31 7.69 6.73 520
TD 33.73 5.10 45.28 5.25 4.50 6.15 667
Total  35.55 5.64 40.35 6.15 5.90 6.40 1187
First Mentions DLD  72.64 6.60 4.72 1.89 6.60 7.55 106
TD 83.57 2.14 2.14 2.86 6.43 2.86 140
Total  78.86 4.07 3.25 2.44 6.50 4.88 246
Reactivations DLD  50.00 10.71  17.86  3.57 7.14  10.71 56
TD 36.00 18.00  24.00 10.00 4.00 8.00 50
Total  43.40 14.15  20.75 6.60 5.66 9.43 106
Subsequent Mentions DLD  25.70 5.59 45.25 9.50 8.10 5.87 358
TD 18.87 4.61 60.17 5.45 3.98 6.92 477
Total  21.80 5.03 53.77 7.19 5.75 6.47 835

* Disl: dislocations, C3PP: clitic personal pronouns, SDem: strong demonstrative pronouns, NF: null

forms, OthP: other pronouns.

Table 1 summarizes the usage (proportions) of the types of referring expressions
according to their position in the discourse (first mentions, subsequent mentions,
or reactivations) and to the population (TD vs. DLD). The proportions were cal-
culated based on the number of referring expressions that fit into a single category
divided by the total number of referring expressions. The two groups of children
had similar patterns regarding the types of referring expressions produced in these
positions. Children predominantly used nouns as first mentions, and nouns and
dislocations as reactivations, as presented in Example 2.

(2) Erwan, DLD, 6;3
Mot49 il est tout sale.
Erw54 et et un renard {a pris le
tee-shirt} :: = ((pointe
I'image))

Mot50 ((tourne la page)) alors 1a ben

cay est le train il sSarréte. =
((pointe I'image)) et puis il
fait descendre le monsieur

cochon. = ((pointe I'ima,

ge))

qui est tout NOIR = ((pointe

l'image)) / °tout SALE !°

‘he’s all dirty’

‘and and a fox took the
t-shirt’ = ((points to the
picture))

((turns the page)) ‘so there it
is the train stops. =

((points)) and then he
makes the Mister Pig get

down. = ((points)) who is all
BLACK = ((points))

/ °all DIRTY !°
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Erw55 °((tourne la page))° et i(l) °((turns the page))° ‘and he
va goes’

Mot51 etla:: = ((pointe 'image)) ‘and there::= ((points to the
la cest quoila ? picture)) what’s there?’

Erw56 un train. ‘a train’

Mot52 et le train il sen va. = ‘and the train it goes away’ =
((pointe I'image)) ((points))

Erw57 i(l) sen va. ‘it goes away’

Mot53  tu vois? / et lui il reste la. = ‘see? / and him he stays here’=
((pointe I'image)) ((points))

Erw58 il est ou le renard alors? ‘he is where the fox then?

In Example 2, Erw54 first-mentioned a secondary animal character (“a fox”) with
a noun (un renard). As the mother continued talking about the main character,
Erw58 produced a noun-pronoun dislocation (il ... le renard / ‘he the fox’) to reac-
tivate the “fox”, six turns after he mentioned it for the first time.

With regard to subsequent mentions, although both groups of children tended
to use more clitic pronouns than other types of referring expressions, 60.17% of
the referring expressions of the group of typically developing children were clitic
pronouns whereas the percentage for the children with DLD was 45.25%. Because
of the small number of occurrences produced by some children, Mann-Whit-
ney tests were used to analyze the general use of referring expressions. The tests
revealed only that typically developing children used significantly more clitic pro-
nouns in this context than their peers with DLD (U = 60.5, p = .031). Other types
of referring expressions were produced by both groups and included nouns, dislo-
cations, demonstrative pronouns (see Example 3), other pronouns, and null forms.

(3) Jeremi, DLD, 5;10

Mot169 i part i court dehors si vite qu’i ‘he leaves he runs outside as
veut qu’i peut . fast as he wants as he can’

Jerl70 qui? ‘Who?’

Motl170 cest qui ¢a qui doit courir ‘who is that who has to run
dehors ? = ((pointe le cochon outside?” = ((points to the pig
qui court)) running))

Jer171  celui-la lauto (el)le était en ‘that one the car it broke
panne . down!

Mot171 non celui-1a avec l'auto en ‘no that one with the broken
panne il est ici = ((pointe le down car it’s here = ((points to
cochon qui avait l'auto en the pig whose car was broken
panne)) tu vois down)) you se€’

In Example 3, Jer170 referred to the main character by an interrogative pronoun
because he probably did not understand about whom his mother was talking in
Mot169. In Jer171, he answered his mother and used a demonstrative pronoun to
refer to another character.
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3.1 Discursive and syntactic effects on the use of clitic pronouns

In order to better understand the observed difference between the two groups
of children, a binary variable was created to further explore the use of clitic pro-
nouns. The dependent variable was scored 1 for clitic pronouns and 0 for all other
types of referring expressions (i.e., nouns, dislocations, demonstrative pronouns,
and other pronouns). A binomial logistic mixed-effects regression analysis was
conducted on this variable because this method allows one to assess various fixed
effects (i.e., age in months, group, position in the referential chain, and syntactic
function) and their interactions while controlling for the effect of individual varia-
tions (i.e., the participant) and item (i.e., the referent) by including the participant’s
ID and the item in the models as random factors. Because of the relatively small
number of reactivations, only first mentions and subsequent mentions were taken
into account for this analysis. Similarly, the two most frequent syntactic functions
(i.e., subject and object) were further analyzed. The total number of occurrences
analyzed was 706.

All the variables except the participant as a random effect variable and two
interactions were included in the final model, obtained using the means of max-
imum-likelihood ratio tests to compare the models. As shown in Table 2, the
regression indicated that age in months, position in the referential chain, and syn-
tactic function significantly affected the use of clitic pronouns by children. The
analysis also revealed that two interactions (i.e., Population x Position in the Ref-
erential Chain and Population x Syntactic Functions) significantly influenced the
use of clitic pronouns. The C-value® was 0.92, indicating that the goodness-of-fit
was strong (Hosmer, Lemeshow & Sturdivant, 2013).

In order to further understand these results, the data were analyzed using the
binary-partitioning tree technique (Blom & Baayen, 2013).

The binary-partitioning tree (see Figure 1) indicated that the first node was
the “position in the referential chain’, that is, both groups of children used more
clitic pronouns in subsequent mentions (SM) than in first mentions (FM). The
FM branch was further divided on the basis of the “syntactic function”. The small
proportion of clitic pronouns used in first mentions was more likely to fulfill the
subject function than the direct-object function. The first secondary node in the

5. 'The models were assessed using C statistics, which indicate whether the predicted bino-
mial outcome is better than chance. Hosmer, Lemeshow and Sturdivant (2013) considered
that C-values below .5 indicated a model that is not better than chance whereas C-values
above .7 are reasonable and above .8 are strong.
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Table 2. Regression tables for clitic pronouns, nouns without a determiner, and null

subjects
Random
Fixed Effects Est.* S.E. z P Effects Var. S.D.
Clitic Pronouns
Intercept -2.73 1.234 -2.215 .027  Referent 2.396 1.548
Age (months) -0.04 0.011 -3.370 <.001
Population (TD)” 1.53 1.246 1.227 220
Position in referential chain
(Subsequent Mention) 1.63  0.659 2469  .014
Syntactic function
(Subject) 378 0.841 4501 <.001
Population (TD) x
Position referential chain 1.97 0949  2.081 037
(Subsequent Mention)
Population (TD) x
Syntactic function (Subject) 334 0954 -3.501  <.001
Nouns without a determiner
Intercept -3.655 0.722 -5.065 <.001  Referent 2.018 1.421
Population (TD) -1.294  0.652 -1.985 .0471
Null subjects
Intercept 2.382 0407 5.852 <.001 Participant 1.181 1.087
Population (TD) 1.525 0.660 2.312  .021

* Est.: estimate; S.E.: standard error; Var.: variance; S.D.: standard deviation.

** In Table 2, the category in parentheses on fixed-effects rows indicates the category compared to the
intercept (reference level). For binomial factors, the reference level is the other factor, for multilevel
factors, the reference level is the one level not appearing on any line of the table.

SM branch, like the FM branch, was “syntactic function’, indicating that clitic
pronouns were more likely to fulfill the subject function than the direct-object
function. In the subject function, age further divided the subject branch: the 10
children (i.e., 5 children with DLD and 5 TD children) older than 7;3 (87 months)
tended to use a larger variety of types of referring expressions than did the 20
children younger than 87 months. Finally, population divided the direct-object
branch, indicating that typically developing children used more clitic pronouns
in subsequent mentions to fulfill the direct-object function than did the group of
children with DLD.
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Figure 1. Binary partition tree for clitic pronouns, by position in the referential chain, syntac-
tic function, and population

The direct-object position is an interesting case for deeper exploration. For
subsequent mentions appearing as direct objects, TD children primarily produced
pre-verbal clitics rather than nouns or other forms (see Example 4).

(4) Henri, TD, 5;3

Henl5 et sa tente ((tout doucement)) ‘and his tent ((very softly))
elle senvole :: ! flies away::I’

Motl6 alors la dis donc ¢a va étre ‘so there hey it’s going to be
difficile :: ((tourne la page)) hard ((turns the page))’

Henl6 donci(l) grimpe sur un arbr(e) ‘so he climbs up
pour aller la CHERcher :: . a tree to get it.’

In contrast, out of the 20 subsequent mentions of a referent in a direct-object posi-
tion produced by the children with DLD, 15 were nouns in post-verbal position
while only four were pre-verbal clitics and one was a dislocation.

(5) Léo,DLD, 7;0

Léo8 il voit un petit lapin la. = ‘he sees a little rabbit there. =
((montre I'image du doigt)) ((points to the picture))’

Mot9 il voit un petit lapin? quest-ce ‘he sees a little rabbit? what is
qu’il fait le petit lapin? he doing, the rabbit?’

Léo9 il regarde le cochon. ‘he’s looking at the pig.’
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In Example 4, a TD child (Hen16) produced a clitic pronoun to refer to the tent
with the direct-object function after he mentioned it with a dislocation with the
subject function. In Example 5, a child with DLD (Léo9) produced a noun to refer
to the main character with the direct-object function, after having mentioned it
(Léo8) with a clitic pronoun with the subject function.

Concerning first mentions with the direct-object function, both groups of
children were likely to use a noun in a post-verbal position. The partitioning tree
also revealed that for both groups, a large majority of the subsequent mentions had
a subject function, whereas for first mentions there was a similar number of refer-
ring expressions with the subject and direct-object function.

3.2 Effects of the position in the referential chain on nouns without a
determiner, and on null subjects

The use of two further forms was analyzed: nouns without a determiner and null sub-
jects. In order to better understand variations in these forms, two binomial mixed-
effect regressions were conducted. For analyzing nouns without a determiner, a new
subset of data was created including all nouns, simple and dislocated, for which a
determiner was expected. As in the previous regression analysis, only cases in first
and subsequent mentions were taken into account (n = 383). Modeling was done
by adopting a backward elimination modeling strategy (Hadi, 2006). Whenever the
means of maximum-likelihood ratio test revealed no significant difference between
the models, the simplest model was retained. The final model (Table 2) only included
the population, and the referent as a random factor. The analysis indicated that the
population had a significant effect on the production of nouns without a determiner.
The C-value was 0.94, indicating that the regression model was strong.

In the data, 661 referring expressions fulfilled the subject function. Null sub-
jects were observed in 2.37% of the utterances produced by the TD children and
8.54% of those produced by the children with DLD. All but one of the observed
cases of null subjects occurred in a subsequent mention, as presented in Example 6.

(6) Léo, DLD, 7;5

Léo90 oui il ret(r)ouve les autres. ‘Yes he finds the others again’
((tourne la page)) / ((turns the page)) /

Léo90 etapres i(l) joue. ‘and then he plays’

Mot90 non il va les aider a cueillir ‘no he is going to help them
des pommes. pick apples’

Léo91 hm oui. ((tourne la page)) / ‘hm yes’ ((turn the page)) /

Léo91 etapres NULL est content. ‘and then NULL is happy’

Mot91 il est content. ‘he is happy’
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In particular, null subjects were observed when the referent was mentioned in
an immediate context and the expected referring expression was a pronoun. The
non-verbalized referent was strongly accessible to both the mother and the child.
This interpretation is supported by the fact that no requests for clarification fol-
lowed a null subject (see Léo91). Moreover, in these cases, the mothers often
offered a recast of the child’s utterance by providing the expected clitic pronoun
(see Mot91). A binomial mixed-effect regression was used to analyze the impacts
of population and age (in months) on null subjects in subsequent mentions while
controlling for the participant and the referent as random factors (n = 563). As in
the previous analysis, the final model only included population, with participants
as a random factor. The analysis (see Table 2, C-value 0.86) revealed a significant
effect of population, indicating that the children with DLD used more null sub-
jects than did their typically developing peers.

4. Discussion

This chapter aimed at providing new information about the role of discourse and
syntax in the use of referring expressions by children with DLD as compared to
their typically developing peers. As in previous studies, the results of the pres-
ent study showed that children with DLD used fewer clitic pronouns than their
typically developing peers. However, this was observed in a nearly natural set-
ting without elicitation. Further exploration of this finding revealed that the use of
clitic pronouns was influenced by their syntactic function and their position in the
referential chain. Both groups of children were thus globally sensitive to syntactic
and discourse-pragmatic features when choosing a referring expression. However,
children with DLD appeared to be less sensitive to these features relative to their
same-age peers. The analyses revealed that the two groups of children differed in
the use of clitic pronouns for subsequent mentions fulfilling the direct-object func-
tion. Here, the group of children with DLD used fewer clitic pronouns than their
typically developing peers. This finding based on data from social interactions cor-
roborates the results of studies that have analyzed the referring expressions used
during narrative or elicitation tasks in French (Jakubowicz, 2003; Paradis & Crago,
2001; Royle & Stine, 2013; Thordardottir & Namazi, 2007) and in other languages
as well (Bortolini et al., 2006; Fletcher & Garman, 2009; Kunnari et al., 2011; Leon-
ard, 2013; Prigent et al., 2015).

Previous studies in other settings have revealed difficulties in the produc-
tion of suitable referential expressions in first mentions and in maintenance (de
Weck, 2004a, 2004b; de Weck & Jullien, 2013; de Weck & Rosat, 2003; Paul et al.,
1996; Schelletter & Leinonen, 2003; Schneider & Hayward, 2010). The results of
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the present study suggest that, as a whole, children with DLD are sensitive to dis-
course-pragmatic features when interacting with their mother. This suggests that
these children with DLD may have fewer problems dealing with discourse features
when they tell a story with their mother than when they are asked to (re)tell a story
alone. Therefore, as noted in other studies (Masterson, 1997; Ratner, 2000, Thor-
dardottir & Namazi, 2007), data from elicitation tasks only paint a partial picture
of children’s language and discourse levels.

In order to better understand the nature of the potential difficulties children
with DLD experience when dealing with referring expressions, in addition to
object clitic pronouns, we analyzed two features that are sometimes considered
diagnostic of DLD in French: noun phrases without a determiner and null sub-
jects. This chapter added a new factor to the discussion about these features that is
likely to help explain the difficulties these children encounter: the position in the
referential chain (see Schaeffer, 2003). The results indicated that the use of NPs
without determiners and null subjects followed two different patterns. Firstly, the
position in the referential chain did not affect the presence or absence of a deter-
miner in an NP. This suggests that the difficulty of children with DLD is related
to other factors such as the morphophonological processes of liaison, elision, and
contraction of French determiners (see Royle & Stine, 2013). Secondly, null sub-
jects were observed almost solely in a particular discourse-pragmatic context (i.e.,
subsequent mentions of a highly accessible referent).

These findings and those regarding object clitics can help us better understand
of the discrepancies observed in the literature on French DLD. While children
with DLD have demonstrated difficulties with subject and object clitic pronouns
in elicitation tasks (Jakubowicz, 2003; Jakubowicz & Tuller, 2009) and in obser-
vational settings for school children, studies in conversational settings with pre-
schoolers have indicated that French-speaking children with and without DLD did
not differ in their use of pronouns (Thordardottir & Namazi, 2007). In the present
study, we found that 5- to 7-year-old children with DLD used fewer object clitic
pronouns than did their TD peers in subsequent mentions, and we observed more
null subjects in the DLD group than in the typically developing group. It should be
noted that, in both of these cases, the number of occurrences was limited for both
groups. The children we observed were older than those who participated in the
Thordardottir and Namazi study. However, our analysis indicated, as in Hamann
et al. (2003), that younger children were more likely to produce null forms than
older children. The difference in the age of the participants may partly explain
the discrepancy in the results, based on the speculation that TD children have a
growth spurt at age four.

In addition to participant age, other factors could account for this discrep-
ancy. Pirvulescu, Pérez-Leroux, Roberge & Strik (2012) argued that the production
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of object clitic pronouns is related to their syntactic context while Griiter (2005)
argued that the reason for production difficulties cannot be only a grammatical one.
Thus, the discourse-pragmatic approach used in the present study, which stresses
the importance of pragmatic constraints, and particularly the position in the ref-
erential chain, may help in interpreting the discrepancy. Differences in the use of
object clitic pronouns and null subjects were observed between the two groups of
children in one context only (i.e., in subsequent mentions), and in the case of null
subjects, only when the referent was highly accessible. Such cases may be less fre-
quent in a free-play setting than storytelling, shared book reading, or similar activ-
ities where a main character is at the focus of the attention throughout the activity
(see Chapter 9, de Weck et al,, 2021). Furthermore, the experiments designed by
Jakubowicz and her colleagues (Jakubowicz et al., 1998) overtly targeted the use of
clitic pronouns to mention clear referents. In addition to the general setting (i.e.,
elicitation task vs. conversational task), the discursive and pragmatic nature of the
task may affect the distribution of the types of referring expressions the children
used. The discursive and pragmatic skills required by the task could highlight or
mask the strengths and weaknesses of pronoun use by children with DLD. Further
studies are needed to confirm this interpretation.

Our approach also allows for an alternative hypothesis concerning the use of
null subjects. The children used null subjects in contexts that were similar to what
it generally called zero anaphora (Bally, 1932; Lambrecht, 2001; e.g., il a mangé
de la viande et bu du vin, ‘he ate meat and drank wine, Lambrecht, 1987: 24). In
adult speakers, the use of zero anaphora is explained by the referent’s high acces-
sibility (Ariel, 1990), and by referential distance, in which case zero anaphora by
adults only occurs in the immediately subsequent clause (Givon, 1995). Recent
studies have shown that in young children’s discourse (at age 3), null forms occur
more often when the referent is accessible (Campbell, Brooks, & Tomasello, 2000;
Matthews, Lieven, Theakston, & Tomasello, 2006; Wittek & Tomasello, 2005). It
is possible, then, that, like younger children, children with DLD adopt a wider
representation of zero anaphora.

Some limitations of the present study must be addressed. First, the small num-
ber of mother-child dyads may have reduced the statistical power and therefore
masked significant group differences. Second, unlike other studies on null subjects
or nouns without a determiner, the focus of this study was on referring expres-
sions, in such a way that subjects or determiner omissions were analyzed only for a
specific set of referents (see Method) rather than for all the utterances produced by
the children. However, the referring expressions we chose were the most relevant
and frequent ones in the story. This should have ensured homogeneity across par-
ticipants. A further analysis of all subject contexts might offer additional confir-
mation of our hypothesis.
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In conclusion, our findings indicate that when telling a story from a word-
less picture book with their mother, the typically developing children as well as
the children with DLD exhibited sensitivity to both syntactic and discourse-prag-
matic constraints when choosing a referring expression. However, the two groups
of children differed in the expression of referents in subsequent mentions and
with the direct-object function. In this particular syntactic and discursive context,
children with DLD used fewer clitic pronouns and more nouns, whereas typically
developing children used more object clitic pronouns. Furthermore, null subjects
were only observed in subsequent mentions of a highly accessible referent. Our
findings confirm previous observations suggesting that children have less diffi-
culty with discourse-pragmatic features when interacting with their mother than
in monologic narrative or elicitation tasks, with the additional conclusion that this
pattern is also observable for children with DLD.

The findings of the present study have clinical implications. They suggest
that in order to paint a more complete picture of children’s morphosyntactic and
discourse-pragmatic skills and difficulties, it would be useful to observe them
interacting in a familiar caregiver-child interaction. The data from this type of
observation could be directly beneficial to language evaluation as well as to clinical
intervention. Future studies should continue this line of exploration by taking into
account different settings and different activities. In particular, adding a language-
matched control group would allow us to discuss the developing trajectories of
both typical and atypical populations. Further research should also propose fea-
sible and effective methods for fully tapping the resources a child may have in one
setting, in view of generalizing them to other settings.
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CHAPTER 6

Explorations in the relations between
reference, syntactic constructions and prosody
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Based on a cross-sectional corpus of 14 mother-child conversations (aged 2;2 to
2;4), this chapter explores children’s sensitivity to both formal linguistic features
and discourse-pragmatic factors. We considered various issues. The first was the
sensitivity of young children to discourse through a syntactic construction closely
related to discourse and information structure, i.e., dislocations (see Lambrecht,
1994, for adults, and De Cat, 2007, for children). The second was the fact that

the occurrence of a referring expression in a syntactic construction was due not
only to discourse-pragmatic characteristics but also to the constraints imposed

by the nature of certain verb frames. The third was young children’s sensitivity

to discourse, examined through variation in the prosodic contours of referring
expressions. Our results indicate that the children’s use of dislocation is sensitive
to discourse-pragmatic contexts in a way comparable to that of the adults and that
prosody varies with discourse-pragmatic characteristics. In addition, the nature of
the verb frames studied was also shown to influence children’s choice of referring
expressions.

Keywords: syntactic constructions, referential chain, dislocation, verb
frame, prosody, formal factors, discourse-pragmatic factors

1. Introduction

Among the numerous studies dealing with the acquisition of reference, a rather
substantial number have examined the link between syntax and discourse-
pragmatic factors. Since Clancy’s and Allen’s first studies (Allen, 2000; Clancy,

https://doi.org/10.1075/tilar.28.06kle
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1993) inspired by Du Bois’s Preferred Argument Structure framework (Du Bois,
1987, 2003), the correlation between syntactic function and accessibility has
been confirmed for various typologically different languages (Allen, 2006; Allen,
Hughes, & Skarabela, 2015; see also Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest, Salazar Orvig,
Marcos, Caét, & Heurdier, 2021). However, most studies on early language have
focused on the subject function and/or the factors underlying argument omis-
sion or weak forms vs. stronger forms, without considering other aspects of argu-
ment realization. This chapter aims to further explore the influence of formal
linguistic features and discourse-pragmatic factors on young children’s produc-
tion of referring expressions. We study two contrasted syntactic constructions
and the pitch variations in referring expressions produced in these contexts. The
first syntactic phenomenon we study is dislocation, which has been described
as a construction motivated by discourse-pragmatic factors and is very com-
mon in spoken French (see Barnes, 1985, inter alia), especially in child speech
(see De Cat, 2007; Parisse, 2008, inter alia). The second phenomenon studied,
verb frames, has been considered as a formal factor wherein the lexical item
puts constraints on the choice of referring expressions (Goldberg, 2006; Lieven,
Behrens, Speares, & Tomasello, 2003; Pine & Lieven, 1997; Theakston, Ibbotson,
Freudenthal, Lieven, & Tomasello, 2015; Tomasello, 2003, inter alia). However,
its interaction with discourse-pragmatic characteristics has been studied less.
Dislocations and verb frames can be of joint interest in the study of children’s
use of referring expressions. Lexical items (verb forms) may directly affect the
choice of referring expressions due to the rather strong constraints a verb puts
on its complements. In addition, dislocation does not depend on the verb, but
is a construction pattern, although one might wonder whether it could start out
as an item-based construction (but see the results in Parisse, 2008). Moreover,
complements in verb frames occur within the clause while dislocations are extra-
posed. Thus, the two construction types investigated here are not, in our minds,
governed by the same principles and offer two contrasted contexts to study the
use of referring expressions.

As for prosody, little has been reported for French about the relationship
between prosody and discourse in child language. More has been said about for-
mal characteristics, with studies pointing out that children’s prosodic contours are
similar to those of adults in the first year of life (Konopczynski, 1991). In Dutch
child language, as in other child languages, studies tend to show that prosody var-
ies in terms of reference and discourse (for a review, see Chen, 2015).

For French, some researchers who investigate children’s use of referring expres-
sions (for young children: De Cat, 2004, 2007; for older children: Hendricks, 2000;
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Hickmann, 2003; Hickmann & Hendricks, 1999; Hickmann, Hendricks, Roland,
& Liang, 1996; Jisa & Kern, 1998) have been inspired by studies like Lambrecht’s
(1994), who focused on the link between syntax and information structure in spo-
ken French. In this approach, information structure is understood as the influence
of discourse-pragmatic characteristics, such as accessibility, on utterance word
order. As such, it can be understood as the expression of discourse-pragmatic
characteristics on the sentence level. Another facet of information structure is the
organization of old and new referents, at the discursive and dialogical levels, which
can be captured through the position in the referential chain. In this context, new
referents correspond to the first mention in a referential chain and old/given ref-
erents can correspond to subsequent mentions but also to long-term reactivations
and repetitions. As in other chapters of this book, we will consider the discourse-
pragmatic features through the organization of old and new information by ana-
lyzing the position in the referential chain.

11 Dislocations and reference

Studies on early uses of referring expressions in French (Salazar Orvig, Marcos,
Morgenstern, Hassan, Leber-Marin, & Pares, 2010; see also Chapter 3, da Silva-
Genest et al., 2021) show that children around two years of age prefer null forms
or weak forms in the context of previously mentioned referents and strong forms
in the context of new or reintroduced referents. De Cat (2004, 2007) showed that
the use of referring expressions and the syntactic position in which they appear
in children’s productions are tightly linked to information structure: the mention
of a given referent correlates with the use of pronouns in preverbal position, and
the introduction of a new referent, with postverbal nouns. This corresponds to
the preferential phrase structure described by Lambrecht (1994), which is the
most frequent, unmarked information structure, i.e., predicate-focus (see Lam-
brecht, 1994). In this type of structure, lexical units appear more frequently as
complements than as subjects (see Du Bois, 2003); lexical units can, however, be
extraposed out of the clause in pre- or postverbal position with a co-referential
pronoun within the clause. Syntactic structures of this type, with extraposed ele-
ments, also called dislocations (see Example 1 below), make it possible to use a full
noun phrase in initial position, and still respect the preferential phrase structure in
oral French (see Lambrecht, 1994). Two types of dislocations are currently distin-
guished: left dislocations (Example 1a), where the lexical units are extraposed to
the preverbal position, and right dislocations (Example 1b) where the extraposi-
tion occurs in the postverbal position.
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(1) Margaux, 2;3, MLU 2.62!
a. Mar24 [anaglepati]

‘Anna elle est pa(r)tie’ ‘Anna, she is gone.?
b. Mar45 [ilepatiana]
‘il est pa(r)tie Anna’ ‘he is gone, Anna’

Labelle and Valois (1996) showed that young children’s productions and child-
directed speech displayed a majority of right dislocations, contrary to adult-adult
interactions, where a majority of left dislocations were observed.

Two main types of analysis can be identified in the literature (for a detailed
discussion of these two approaches, see De Cat, 2007). The syntactic tradition
found in studies on acquisitional data argues that dislocation is far from being
always pragmatically motivated, and sees dislocated structures as a result of chil-
dren’s overgeneralization of a rule, or even as a grammatical change in progress,
the resumptive clitic pronoun being considered as an agreement marker on the
verb (e.g. Culbertson & Legendre, 2008; Parisse, 2008). Other approaches, which
explicitly take pragmatic or interactional factors into account, mostly describe
dislocation as a phenomenon tightly linked to information structure and the
expression of topics (see De Cat, 2007; Lambrecht, 1994, 2001, inter alia) or to
interactional phenomena (see Pekarek Doehler, 2001, inter alia). De Cat showed
that children’s first dislocations are discourse-motivated constructions used to
mark the topic of the sentence. Furthermore, she found that young children, like
adults, assign different pragmatic functions to left dislocation (Example 1a above)
and right dislocation (Example 1b above), thus showing that left dislocation is
associated with less accessible referents to a greater extent than right dislocation is
(see also Givon's topicality scale, 1983).

As a whole, compared with the literature on dislocation in adults, there are
few studies on child dislocation. Our study thus aims to compare our data to the
results reported in the literature and to the questions raised therein.

1. Example captions indicate the name of the child, his/her age (years; months) and the
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) for the cited session. The first three letters of the chil-
dren’s first names are given (e.g., Mar for Margaux). Mot stands for mother; Mar3 corresponds
to the child’s third speech turn. When the children’s utterances are transcribed phonetically
(between square brackets [ ]), the interpretation in French is given below in inverted commas.
An approximate English translation is also given between inverted commas. Braces indicate
uncertain transcriptions or alternative interpretations. {X} stands for uninterpretable or inau-
dible segments. In the interpretations and translations, ‘F’ stands for a filler syllable. ‘/’ stands
for a pause. For more details on transcription conventions, see Appendix II.

2. The translation of the examples was kept very close to spoken French, unless we felt that a
literal translation would not allow for a correct interpretation of the meaning.
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1.2 Verb frames and reference

Studies on reference and discourse, which provide a general overview of children’s
use of referring expressions with respect to discourse-pragmatic characteristics
and information structure, may be seen as somewhat restrictive in that they take
into consideration abstract grammatical functions and categories in terms of for-
mal characteristics only: subject vs. complement, noun vs. pronoun. Moreover,
they seem to consider referring-expression use as a productive process. However,
there is growing evidence that other formal characteristics, in particular lexi-
cal information, may also play an important role. According to the usage-based
approach (Goldberg, 2006; Lieven et al., 2003; Pine & Lieven, 1997; Theakston
et al,, 2015; Tomasello, 2003, inter alia), children are sensitive to the specific lexi-
cal and syntactic characteristics of the constructions they experience in the input.
These constructions correspond to lexical schemas (frames) consisting of recur-
rent lexical elements associated to “slots” that can be occupied by various words.
Lieven et al. (2003) showed, for example, that English-speaking children’s syntac-
tic productivity can be accounted for in terms of simple operations on particular
constructions, such as word substitution or addition (e.g., substitution: where’s
the ball --> where’s the book, addition: want some --> want some water), which
generally correspond to frequent patterns in their input language (e.g. “where’s
the X”, “want some X”). These frames therefore constitute a favorable context for
the initial acquisition of the particular linguistic units with which they are com-
bined. Whereas a number of studies have confirmed the role of frequency and the
item-based process of English syntax acquisition (Ambridge, Kidd, Rowland, &
Theakston 2015), there are only a few studies for the French language. Morgen-
stern and Parisse (2012) showed, for six specific verbs, that children align with
their mother’s uses of the number of arguments associated with each verb.

The way the impact of these frames interacts with referential features has sel-
dom been addressed. According to syntactic theory (e.g. Creissels, 2006), the verb
and its complement(s) form the predicate, which combines with the subject. In
that account, verbs have more influence on the type of internal arguments they
are combined with, than on the type of external arguments, so we can wonder
whether and to what extent the use of referring expressions in the complement
position, for certain verbs, is driven by the verb frame rather than by discourse-
pragmatic factors. For English, the few eliciting studies on this topic present con-
tradictory results. Theakston (2012), for example, found that for older children,
the association of pronouns with the subject position and lexical forms with the
object position was stronger than the informative needs of the interlocutor, but
Graf, Theakston, Lieven, and Tomasello (2015) demonstrated children’s sensitiv-
ity to contrast in their choice of referring expressions for both the subject and
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object positions. To our knowledge there have not been any equivalent studies
for French. This chapter explores this topic by looking at the impact of some verb
frames on referring-expression use.

1.3 Prosody and reference

As for prosody, recent studies have emphasized the autonomy between syntax and
prosody, or their indirect links (Lacheret-Dujour, 2003; Martin, 2009; Mertens,
2012; Simon, 2004). In French, prosodic accentuation occurs at the end of a group,
i.e., utterances, phrases, etc. (for details, see Mertens, 2008, 2012) unlike English,
for instance, which displays word stress. Other accentuation patterns include
argument focusing, marking contrasts, etc. According to Lambrecht’s (1994) pre-
ferred sentence-type approach, a prosodic accentuation preferentially occurs at
the end of postverbal lexical units, i.e., at the end of the utterance, to mark the
predicate focus. The grammatical mood of the utterance — declarative, interroga-
tive, etc. — may change the direction of the prosodic contour. Thus, in adult and in
child productions, the prosodic contour of referring expressions in non-preferred
syntactic positions, i.e., nouns in preverbal position, may be marked by a stressed
first syllable, to signal contrast or focus (see Mertens, 2008, 2012).

We do not know much about the link between reference, information struc-
ture, and prosody in language acquisition. Snow and Balog (2002) proposed a
review of developmental prosody; Behrens and Gut (2005) examined prosody
in German; Konopczynski (1998) studied the relationship between prosody and
syntax in French during the two-word utterance period (for dislocation, see De
Cat, 2007). Some studies in different perspectives have tended to demonstrate a
link between prosody and focus starting at the age of 5 (Chen, 2015, in Dutch),
or between prosody and contrast (Wells, Peppé & Goulandris, 2004, in English).
These studies indicate that both infants and parents produce more stressed refer-
ring units with new referents. For given referents, infants tend to produce fewer
prominences (for details, see Chen, 2015). In French, De Cat (2007) showed that
as soon as the first word combinations appear, children master the prosody of
topic and focus marking. For all of these authors, the results suggest that, like
information structure and syntax, some features of prosody vary according to dis-
course-pragmatic characteristics early in child development.

In this chapter, we study the relationship between the prosodic contours of
referring expressions and the syntactic constructions under study, i.e., disloca-
tions and verb-frame complements. Considering dislocations, it is generally
agreed that in the prosodic contour of French left dislocations, the last syllable of
the left dislocated element is marked with an obligatory prosodic boundary (see
Mertens, 2008) that dominates the following intonational group, i.e., the clause.
Nevertheless, as said above, left-dislocation prosody can be diverse (see De Cat,
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2007) and seems to be largely due to the different activities and production types
under consideration (see Beyssade, Delais-Roussarie, Doetjes, Marandin, & Rial-
land, 2004; Delais-Roussarie, Doetjes, & Sleeman, 2004). Right-dislocated ele-
ments are commonly described as destressed with respect to the preceding accent.
However, this contour is not systematic either and can be modified in case of
contrastive reading or monotonic contours. Interestingly, De Cat (2007) mixes
prosodic and discourse-pragmatic characteristics. According to this author, the
prosody of dislocated subjects in contrastive readings can be similar to non-dis-
located heavy subjects, and the two categories cannot be differentiated in terms of
prosody alone. Furthermore, the prosody of spontaneous speech can differ slightly
from classical descriptions of French prosody on elicited utterances. Thus, a crite-
rion like a pause between the dislocated element and the clause is not necessarily
recognized for either dislocation types, and, similarly, the lowering of pitch on
the right dislocated element is not systematic. Prosodic contours can also differ
due to the grammatical mood of the utterance - interrogative, declarative, etc. As
Delais-Roussarie and Feldhausen (2014) pointed out in another perspective, the
boundaries between the left-dislocated element and the clause cannot be “system-
atically explained on the basis of the three criteria usually claimed to account for
prosodic phrasing, i.e. syntactic and information structure, and metrical complex-
ity” (Delais-Roussarie & Feldhausen, 2014: 4). Thus, as said above, there is no one-
to-one relationship between prosody and syntactic construction.

Considering verb frames, we did not expect prosodic variation according to
verb-frame type, but rather discourse-based variation. Indeed, among other fac-
tors, pitch contour may vary with a discourse-pragmatic factor, namely, the posi-
tion in the referential chain. This chapter does not study prosody as such, but tries
instead to grasp prosodic variations in the contours of the referring expressions
based on discourse, i.e., the position in the referential chain in the two syntac-
tic contexts studied here. Hence, we only considered the opposition between two
categories: (1) a plateau on the referring expression, which means that there is
neither prosodic movement, whether simple or dynamic (see Lacheret-Dujour,
2003), on the referring expression, nor contrast with respect to the prosodic con-
tours of the preceding context, and (2) a prosodic movement. Variation of prosodic
contours with referential-chain position is relevant for showing young children’s
sensitivity to discourse.

1.4 Aim of the study

For verb frames and dislocations, we compare childrens uses of referring
expressions with their mothers’ productions in terms of syntactic characteris-
tics (referring-expression category, syntactic function, and position with respect
to the verb) and in terms of discourse-pragmatic characteristics (position in the
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referential chain). We also compare the pitch contours of these referring expres-
sions in both the children’s and their mothers’ productions.

For dislocations, we limited our study to the question of whether our children
use dislocation in the same referential-chain position as their mothers do. If so,
this would not merely be the result of rule over-generalization, but would be at
least partly motivated by discourse-pragmatic needs, even if the children use dis-
location more frequently than adults.

For verb frames, a potential variation in the type of referring expression used,
in terms of formal characteristics should inform us about how the specific lexical
verb units affect the semantics, the number of complements, and their linguis-
tic form. The comparison between the mothers and children should allow us to
observe the influence of the formal characteristics of the mother’s input on the
child’s referring-expression choice. In line with studies that take the usage-based
approach, we consider the specific nature of the verb, and examine the different
types of referring expressions used to encode a referent in the complement func-
tion, in order to determine the contribution of particular verb forms to children’s
uses of referring expressions. We also consider whether referring expressions
embedded in verb frames vary with discourse-pragmatic characteristics.

Finally, we expect prosody to be related to the position in the referential chain
rather than being related to specific syntactic contexts, here, dislocations and the
verb frames studied. As various authors have pointed out the early acquisition of
prosodic functions, we expect to observe similar prosodic-contour variations in
the child and adult productions.

The chapter is organized as follows. In Section 2, we present our method. Sec-
tion 3 presents the results for the different phenomena. Section 4 includes a dis-
cussion based on the results presented and some concluding remarks.

2. Method and preliminary results

In this section, we present different aspects of our methodology: the participants
(2.1), the data coding (2.2), and the statistical analyses (2.3).

2.1 Participants and data collection

The study is based on part of the Childcare corpus,’ a cross-sectional corpus of
naturalistic conversations. We selected 14 mother-child dyads in two different
situations: snack time and free play at home. The children ranged in age between
2;2 and 2;4, with MLU between 1 and 3. This selection was determined by the two

3. see Appendix I for a detailed presentation of the Childcare corpus
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syntactic phenomena under study. The fine-grained nature of the prosodic anal-
ysis, which was aligned with the phonetic transcription, both time-consuming,
forced us to limit our analysis to a subset of 8 mother-child dyads.

2.2 Coding

First, we describe the referring-expression categories (2.2.1) and the different fac-
tors hypothesized to play a role in referring-expression use, namely, the verb frame
types (2.2.2) and the referring expression’s position in the referential chain (2.2.3).
Then we describe the coding of prosodic features (2.2.4) and of utterance mood
(2.2.5).

2.2.1  Categories of referring expressions

We analyzed the referential uses of various linguistic units. References to entities
as well as references to the speaker and addressee were taken into account. For
the analyses on position in the referential chain, only references to entities were
considered, since the discourse-pragmatic characteristics of personal reference
are somewhat different (see Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest et al., 2021). After having
listed all referring expressions, we will focus on dislocations.

The following referring expressions occurred in our corpus: common nouns,
proper nouns, clitic personal pronouns, strong personal pronouns, demonstra-
tive pronouns, interrogative pronouns, the clitic adverbial pronoun en, nominal-
ized adjectives, possessives such as le mien (‘mine’), numerals, indefinite pronouns,
quantifiers, and relative pronouns. These 13 categories were used in the analysis of
verb frames.

As mentioned above, dislocations are commonly defined as a construction
in which an extra-clausal referential unit is maintained by a resumptive unit in
the clause. The identification of dislocations can be somewhat difficult in stud-
ies of young children, who still omit clitic pronouns. In line with the analysis by
Ferdinand (1996) and Labelle and Valois (1996) of apparent post-verbal subjects,
De Cat (2004, 2007) considered utterances such as Examples 2a and 2b below as
instances of dislocation without resumptive pronouns. We will adopt this analysis
in our study.*

(2) De Cat (2007: 173-174)

a.  Max (2;2.22) moi est capable ‘me is able’
T can (doit)’
b. Tom (2;1.11) prendre moi a balle ‘take me e ball’

‘T (want to) take the ball’

4. In this respect, our study differs from the other chapters of this book, where examples
such as (2) above are not analyzed as dislocations.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/10/2023 9:08 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco. confterns-of -use



172

Janina Klein, Stephane jullien & Gwendoline Fox

EBSCChost -

We considered both left and right dislocations, and three types of dislocated ele-
ments (in bold in the examples): nouns (Example 3a), strong demonstrative pro-
nouns (Example 3b) and strong personal pronouns (Example 3c).

(3) Julien, 2;3, MLU 1.92

(a) Mot6 la dame elle est partie ‘the lady she is gone’
(b) Mot53 ¢a cest quoi? ‘that it is what?’
(c) Mot35 moi je veux un cheval ‘me I want a horse’

The resumptive pronoun (underlined in the examples) can be a personal pro-
noun (Example 3a, 3c), a strong demonstrative pronoun (Example 4), or a clitic
demonstrative pronoun (Example 3b). We also considered instances of disloca-
tions where the child produced a filler instead of the expected resumptive pronoun
(Example 5) or no resumptive form at all (Examples 2a and 2b above).

(4) Loli, 2;3, MLU 2.94
Lol30  [le floek sa sab3]
‘les fleurs ¢a sent bon’ ‘flowers, they smell good’

(5) Serena, 2;3, MLU 2.45
Ser49  [kanay emd[?]
‘canard [e] mange?’ ‘duck (is) he eating?’

For object dislocations, the resumptive element could be absent when a null object
is allowed by the verb (Example 6a):

(6) adapted from De Cat (2007: 42)
(a) tuaimes bien, les colliers? ‘do you like, the necklaces?’
(b) tu aimes bien les colliers? ‘do you like the necklaces?’

In this case, prosody can be useful to distinguish object right dislocations with-
out any resumptive element (Example 6a) from non-dislocated objects (Exam-
ple 6b). Right-dislocation prosody (represented by the comma in the example)
entails an interpretation of (6a) as being about necklaces, but not for (6b), which
could be about the addressee’s preferences, for example). Nevertheless, according
to De Cat (2007), prosody alone is not sufficient to identify dislocations. As this
author pointed out, there is no unique prosody for dislocations; and the prosody
of right dislocations, for instance, can vary depending on its discourse-pragmatic
characteristics.

In coding the dislocations, we analyzed the extraposed element and its
resumptive element (if present) together as one referring expression, characterized
by the nature of the dislocated element (noun, strong demonstrative pronoun,
strong personal pronoun). The categories of referring expressions considered
here are the same as those mentioned above. However, in order to compare the
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different types of dislocations, we grouped the lexical expressions together in
the following way: common nouns, proper nouns, and nominalized adjectives
(Nouns), since we aimed to study the dislocation of nouns, demonstrative and
personal pronouns. For the same reason, very rare types of dislocations (disloca-
tion of an infinitive or possessive, in all, 5 occurrences here) were discarded for
this analysis.

Moreover, not all linguistic expressions can be dislocated. Expressions in non-
referential uses are never or very rarely dislocated, as well as certain categories
such as interrogative pronouns. The count was thus limited to potential disloca-
tion contexts: we selected only the main contexts in which dislocations occurred
in our data (subject and object functions, nouns, demonstrative and personal pro-
nouns when referring to entities and to participants).

2.2.2  Verb frames

To study the impact of verb frames, i.e., the effects of the lexical nature of the intro-
ductory verb, we considered only referring expressions occurring in the comple-
ment function (for a definition of functions in a construction-based perspective,
see Croft, 2001), that is, arguments selected by the verb. In our case, the functions
concerned were direct and indirect objects, and predicative and locative comple-
ments. For this reason, subjects were discarded for this phenomenon.

In our corpus, we identified 11 verb frames on the basis of their frequency and
their syntactic and usage characteristics.” For the purpose of this study, we selected
three frames, among the most frequent in our data, which have different syntactic
properties and realizations. They are described below.

Mettre+X (‘put+X’):*Mettre is a common regular verb that can take two complements
(76% of our data): a direct object (DO, Example 7 in bold) and a locative complement
(LC, Example 7 underlined).

(7) Tlona, 2;3, MLU 2.58
Mot35 on met vite la cuillere ‘we quickly put the spoon
dans la bouche in the mouth’

5. The 11 frames are Mettre+X (put+X), Cest+X, (its +X), Vouloir+X (‘want+X’), aller+X
(g0+X)), avoir+X (‘have+X'), dire+X (‘say+X’), donner+X (give+X'), étre+X (‘be+X), faire+X
(do+X), prendre+X (‘take+X’), regarder+X (‘look+X’). The other verbs taking a complement
were not frequent enough to be identified as frames. However, their complements were
counted amoung “all complements” (see Tables 7, 8 and 9).

6. 'The labels Mettre+X, Vouloir+X and Cest+X simply indicate that the referring expression
occurs as a complement of the verb. They do not indicate the actual word order. A referential
complement of Mettre+X, for example, could thus occur after the verb, as in Example (7), or
before, as in: on la met vite (‘we it put quickly’).

EBSCChost - printed on 2/10/2023 9:08 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco. confterns-of -use



174

Janina Klein, Stephane jullien & Gwendoline Fox

EBSCChost -

It is also possible to realize only one of the two complements, in which case it was
usually a DO (21%, LC: 3%).

Vouloir+X (‘want+X’): Vouloir can function as a modal verb or a transitive verb, in
which case it takes one complement, a direct object (Example 8).

(8)  Julien, 2;3, MLU 1.92
Mot47 je veux un coq ‘I want a rooster’

Cest+X (‘it’s+X’): Constructions introduced by cest (‘it’s’) are a special case because
the introductory element is a frozen form composed of two inseparable elements,
a clitic demonstrative subject and a specific conjugated form of étre (‘to be’). Con-
structions introduced by cest were of two types. In the first type, cest takes one
complement (78% of our data), as in Example 9.

(9) Arnaud, 2;3, MLU 2.96
Motl171 cest pas le bon triangle ‘It’s not the right triangle’

In the second type, cest is the first part of a cleft construction (22%), in which case
the structure is the following: cest + REFERRING EXPRESSION + RELATIVE CLAUSE,
where the referring expression is emphasized more than the elements in the rela-
tive clause (Example 10).

(10)  Pauline2, 2;3, MLU 2.52
Pau208 [sepolinkife]
‘Cest Pauline qui fait’ ‘It’s Pauline who does (it)’

In both types, the referring expression can be on its own (see above, 76%) or intro-
duced by a preposition (24%, non-cleft construction: Example 11; cleft construc-
tion: Example 12).

(11) Margaux, 2;3, MLU 2.62
Motl76 cest pour Maman? ‘It's for Mommy?’

(12)  Théo, 2;3, MLU 2.23
Mot77 cest ala creche que tu as ‘It’s at the nursery that you
vu I'histoire de Pinocchio? saw the story of Pinocchio?’

In order to determine whether the lexical nature of the verb influences the choice
of a referring expression, we examined referring-expression use in the complement
function in these three frames in relation to referring-expression use in the comple-
ment function for all the verb+complement constructions identified in our corpus.
Note that dislocated elements, as well as their resumptive pronouns, were discarded
from the verb frame analysis: they were not frequent in the complement function,
and the dislocated element was not tightly linked to the verb since it was extraposed.
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2.2.3 Position within the referential chain

The category “position within the referential chain” indicates the discourse
status of the referent mentioned by the referring expression. Four cases were
considered:

- First mention: first introduction of the referent.

- Subsequent mention: the referent was mentioned at least once in the four pre-
ceding speech turns.

- Reactivation: reintroduction of the referent not mentioned for the last four or
more turns.

- Repetition: the referent is mentioned in an utterance that reproduces the com-
municative intention of an immediately preceding utterance.

2.2.4 Prosody

The prosodic analyses were conducted using PRAAT (Boersma & Weenink,
2002) and Prosogram (Mertens, 2004), which enabled us to visualize a simu-
lation of the human perception of pitch. The phonetic transcriptions of our
corpus were aligned with the audio-data using Easyalign (Goldman, 2011).
We considered the pitch contour of each referring expression without trying
to identify the type of accentuation. We distinguished two different situations:
a pitch movement on the prosodic contour, or a plateau. On one hand, we
considered that the contour of a referential linguistic unit constituted a pitch
movement when the variation was of 2 semi-tones or more (see Mertens, 2004),
not only on the linguistic unit, but also with respect to the preceding context.
This category included different types of movement: simple or dynamic accen-
tuation, rising or falling intonation (Lacheret-Dujour, 2003); pitch accentua-
tion on the last syllable or on the other syllables of the referring unit only.
A flat prosodic contour on the linguistic unit, but with a drop in pitch com-
pared to the preceding context, could correspond to a movement. On the other
hand, a pitch contour was considered as a “plateau” when the variation was less
than 2 semi-tones.

We included in our analysis all referring expressions except the ones produced
without voicing (qu’, t’,...), since voice frequency could not be analyzed. We also
discarded referring expressions produced during an overlap. Furthermore, only
assertions were considered, because questions imply other pitch contours. The
prosodic coding was done on 625 referring expressions.

Prosody was analyzed and coded separately from discourse and syntax, and
was later considered according to the position in the referential chain relative to
the two syntactic phenomena under study.
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2.2.5 Complementary analysis

For dislocations, an additional analysis was conducted for the influence of the
utterance’s grammatical mood on the distribution of left and right dislocations.
For this analysis, only utterances with a declarative or interrogative mood were
considered.

2.3 Intercoder agreement and statistics

The data coding was checked for intercoder agreement. For each dyad, 10% of
the corpus was coded independently by a different member of the research team.
The results are as follows: categories of referring expressions, 95.81% of intercoder
agreement (Cohen’s kappa: k = 0.95); syntactic function, 91.72% (Cohen’s kappa:
k = 0.888); position in the referential chain, 87.24% (Cohen’s kappa: k = 0.843);
and verb frames, 95% (Cohen’s kappa was not calculated because of the large num-
ber of categories).

The data studied here cannot be assumed to be normally distributed, so
we resorted to non-parametric statistical testing. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test
for matched results, or repeated measures, was conducted for between-subject
and within-subject comparisons on the prosody and dislocation results. For the
verb frames analysis, Fisher’s exact tests of contingency tables were conducted
to examine the distribution of referring expressions in the selected frames in
relation to the overall distribution of all referring expressions and to the over-
all distribution of referring expressions in a complement function. When the
samples were too small to run statistics, we relied on the mean percentages of
occurrences.

3. Results

In this section, we present the results of our analysis. Section 3.1 gives some pre-
liminary results about variations in the prosodic contours of referring expressions
according to position in the referential chain. Section 3.2 describes the results per-
taining to dislocations. Section 3.3 presents the analysis of verb frames. For each
phenomenon, formal characteristics are considered first, then discursive uses, and
finally prosodic features.

3.1 Referring expressions, position in the referential chain, and prosody

As said above (see 2.2.4), the prosodic contours of the referring expressions were
considered in terms of the opposition between prosodic movement and plateaus.
All referring expressions in the subcorpus of 8 dyads were analyzed. An important
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general finding is that the prosodic contours of referring expressions depended on
their position in the referential chain (Table 1).

Table 1. Distribution (in percentage) of the prosodic contours of the referring expres-
sions used by the children and their mothers, by position in the referential chain

Movement % Plateau % N=

Children Subtotal 54.31 45.69 189
FM * 60.98 39.02 41

SM 45.98 54.02 87

REA 66.67 33.33 24

REP 54.05 45.95 37

Adults Subtotal 38.30 61.70 436
FM 50.00 50.00 104

SM 27.31 72.69 227

REA 52.27 47.73 44

REP 49.18 50.82 61

* EM: first mention, SM: subsequent mention, REA: reactivation, REP: repetition

Children’s first mentions seemed to occur more often with a prosodic movement
than with a plateau, although this prosodic marking could not be statistically veri-
fied due to insufficient occurrences for the Wilcoxon test. There was no signifi-
cant variation in the prosodic contour of subsequent mentions (Wilcoxon: V =5,
p=.588).

In the adult data, referring expressions in subsequent mentions occurred more
often in a plateau (Wilcoxon: V = 0, p < 0.04). This difference was not observed for
first mentions (Wilcoxon: V =14, p = 1). Interestingly, if we compare the adults
and children, we find no statistical differences for movements (Wilcoxon: V = 19,
p=.094) or for plateau (Wilcoxon: V' =2, p =.094), suggesting that there is no
clear difference between children and adults in the prosodic contours of referring
expressions according to the position in the referential chain.

There were no significative effects for repetitions or reactivations.

3.2 Dislocations

This section begins with a general overview of the dislocations used by the chil-
dren and the adults, in terms of the overall frequency of occurrence and the direc-
tion of dislocation (left dislocation vs. right dislocation) in section 3.2.1. Next,
we address the discursive use of dislocations (3.2.2). Finally, prosodic features are
considered in 3.2.3.
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3.2.1  Ratio and dislocation direction across referring expressions
As stated in the methodology section, for the analysis of dislocations we limited
the data to possible dislocation contexts (subject and object functions, nouns, and
demonstrative and personal pronouns referring to entities and discourse par-
ticipants). In all, 836 dislocations were analyzed (186 for the children and 650
for the mothers) out of 4563 referring expressions (749 for the children, 3814
for the mothers). With these restrictions, the percentage of dislocated elements
was 24.83% in the children’s productions and 17.04% in the adults” They were
almost exclusively subjects (94,27% for the children and 88,58% for the moth-
ers). As expected, the children used significantly more dislocations than the adults
(Wilcoxon: V =82, p < 0.008).

We further investigated whether the distribution of left and right dislocations
in the children’s and the adults’ productions was similar, and whether a preference
for one or the other could be observed. Table 2 reports this analysis.

Table 2. Distribution (in percentage) of left dislocations, right dislocations, and double
dislocations for noun, demonstrative and strong personal pronouns dislocated forms used
by the children and their mothers

LD % RD % LD/RD % N=
Child Subtotal 40.86 57.53 1.61 186
NDisl* 30.95 66.67 2.38 126
DDisl 55.10 44.90 0.00 49
StDisl 90.91 9.09 0.00 11
Adult Subtotal 46.77 50.92 2.31 650
NDisl 41.58 56.38 2.04 392
DDisl 45.71 51.43 2.86 175
StDisl 73.49 24.10 2.41 83
Total 45.45 52.39 2.15 836

* NDisl: noun dislocation, DDisl: Strong demonstrative pronoun dislocation, StDisl: Strong personal
pronoun dislocation, LD: left dislocation, RD: right dislocation, LD/RD: double dislocation

There were more right than left dislocations in both the child and adult pro-
ductions. However, the differences between left and right dislocations across all

7. In Chapter 3 (da Silva-Genest et al., 2021), dislocation rates were calculated across all
referring expressions, including both referential and non-referential uses. In their counts, the
dislocation rates are much lower (around 10%).
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dislocation types were not statistically significant (Wilcoxon: children: V =22,
p =.610; adults: V=19, p =.722).

When welooked at each category separately, the dislocation of nouns tended to
be more frequent in right dislocations for the children (Wilcoxon: V =5, p = .079),
but for the adults, this difference did not prove to be significant (Wilcoxon: V = 15,
p =.119). The dislocation of personal pronouns, on the contrary, seemed to be
more frequent in left dislocations, although we were not able to conduct statisti-
cal tests because the samples were too small. There was no significant difference
between left and right dislocations of demonstrative pronouns for the adults.

Overall, the children and adults exhibited similar results regarding the dislo-
cation direction. As said above in the introduction, the difference between left and
right dislocations is assumed to be related to discourse-pragmatic needs, with the
observable difference being in the word order; so it can be seen as an indicator of
sensitivity to information structure. However, other factors are also at play: as we
have just shown, the type of dislocated material seems to be a variable of interest.
In an additional analysis, we looked at whether the left-dislocation and right-dislo-
cation distributions differed according to the grammatical mood of the utterance.
For adults, left dislocation was more frequent in declarative utterances (Wilcoxon:
V =98, p =.004), whereas right dislocation prevailed in interrogative utterances
(Wilcoxon: V =3, p=.005). For the children also, left dislocation seemed to be
more frequent in declaratives, although the difference was not significant. Note
that the frequency distribution for children’s interrogative utterances appeared to
be very similar to the adults’ (out of 65 dislocations in the children’s interrogative
utterances, over 80% were right dislocations). There was not enough data for sta-
tistical testing of child interrogative utterances, but more data could show an effect
for the children too, at least in interrogative utterances.

3.2.2 Dislocation and discourse-pragmatic characteristics

In this section, we examine the discursive status of left and right dislocation. For
this analysis, we considered dislocations according to their position in the referen-
tial chain. We only analyzed third-person referential uses; references to the first and
second persons were excluded since the constraints on reference maintenance are
not the same (see Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest et al., 2021, for a more general analysis
of person reference with respect to the referent’s attentional and discursive status).
We looked solely at left and right dislocations, excluding double dislocations. The
number of occurrences of the dislocations included in Table 3 was 679.

Both the children and the adults produced more dislocations in subsequent
mentions than in first mentions (Wilcoxon: adults: V=28, p <.02; children:
V =44, p =.008), repetitions (Wilcoxon: adults: V' = 28, p < .02; children: V = 44,
p =.013), or reactivations (Wilcoxon: adults: V =28, p <.02; children: V =42,
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p =.02). For the adults, first mentions were more frequent than were repetitions
(Wilcoxon: V =21, p = .04) and reactivations (Wilcoxon: V = 28, p = .02), and dis-
location was less frequent in reactivations than in repetitions (Wilcoxon: V = 10,
p =.005). For the children, there was no statistical difference between first men-
tions, reactivations, and repetitions. For comparison, the overall data for all refer-
ring expressions is also given in Table 4. The dislocation types did not exhibit a
strikingly different distribution® from the overall picture.

Table 3. Distribution (in percentage) of dislocations by position in the referential chain,
used by the children and their mothers

FM* SM REA REP N=

LD RD Total LD RD Total LD RD Total LD RD Total
% % % % % % % % % % % %

Total 11.05 11.93 22.97 20.47 30.19 50.66 3.09 6.19 9.28 545 11.63 17.08 679
Child 9.04 10.84 19.88 18.07 26.51 44.58 4.22 12.05 16.27 7.23 12.05 19.28 166
Adult 11.70 12.28 23.98 21.25 31.38 52.63 2.73 429 7.02 487 11.50 16.37 513

* FM: first mention, SM: subsequent mention, REA: reactivation, REP: repetition, LD: left dislocation,
RD: right dislocation

Table 4. Distribution (in percentage) of all referring expressions by position in the refer-
ential chain, used by the children and their mothers

FM* % SM % REA % REP % N="
Total 26.34 47.36 8.81 17.29 5038
Child 25.17 41.24 12.04 21.41 1462
Adult 26.82 49.86 7.49 15.60 3576

* FM: first mention, SM: subsequent mention, REA: reactivation, REP: repetition

**0.20% of the referring expressions were coded as uncertain for the position in the referential chain.
These cases were not considered in this section.

For the mothers, there was no significant difference between left dislocation and
right dislocation in first mentions. In subsequent mentions, right dislocation pre-
vailed over left dislocation (the difference failed to be significant, but there was a
strong tendency: Wilcoxon: V =4, p =.058). In repetitions as well, right disloca-
tion was significantly more frequent (Wilcoxon: V =0, p =.022). This result was

8. Fisher’s exact test for adults: FM p = .12; SM p = .65; REA p = .10; REP p = .65. For chil-
dren: FM, p = .11; SM, p = .40; REA p = .72; REP p = .55).
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expected, since the referent was highly accessible in this context; the same held
true, although to a weaker extent, for subsequent mentions. There was not enough
data in reactivations to run statistical tests.

We could not conduct statistical tests for the children’s data here, but overall,
the children appeared to use dislocations in the same discursive contexts as the
adults. This argues against the overgeneralization hypothesis, which assumes an
arbitrary distribution of dislocations.

On its own, this distribution similarity may only point to a phenomenon of
syntactic priming. Additional calculations were done on the distance, in terms of
number of utterances, between each dislocation and the preceding one. For over
half of the child dislocations produced after an adult dislocation, the distance was
at least four utterances, which led us to consider that the production of disloca-
tions might have been productive for the children.

3.2.3 Dislocation, position in the referential chain and prosody
In this section, we study the variations in the pitch contours of dislocated referring
expressions. The analysis of left and right dislocations tends to show that the chil-
dren and the adults behaved differently. Furthermore, in some cases, both popula-
tions behaved unexpectedly (Table 5).

In general, right dislocated elements are described by a flat prosodic contour.
In our data, right dislocated units seemed to carry more prosodic movements than
plateaus, for both populations. For left dislocations, the two populations differed
in that the dislocated units carried more plateaus in the adult data but not in the
child data.

Table 5. Number of occurrences of prosodic contours in left dislocations and right dislo-
cations, produced by the children and their mothers

Movement Plateau Total
Children Total 10 8 18
RD* 7 5 12
LD 3 3 6
Adults Total 21 25 46
RD 15 8 23
LD 6 17 23

* RD: right dislocation, LD: left dislocation

Interestingly, it seems that the observed distribution of the prosodic contours of
dislocated referring expressions corresponds to the overall distribution of refer-
ring expressions (see Table 1) for both the children (movement 54.31% vs. plateau
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45.69%) and the adults (movement 38.30% vs. plateau 61.70%), except for right
dislocations in the adult data, which seem to behave differently.

Taking a closer look at the position in the referential chain and the prosodic
contours of left dislocated elements, we can see that the children and the adults
behaved differently, even though the number of occurrences (6 dislocations for
the children and 23 for the adults) did not allow for a statistical comparison. In
the children’s data, we found that two out of three contours in left-dislocated units
were plateaus for first-mentioned referents, while in subsequent mentions, three
out of four carried prosodic movements. By contrast, in the adult data, which con-
tained more occurrences, nine out of fourteen referring-expression contours were
plateaus in subsequent mentions.

A qualitative analysis of these occurrences suggests that prosody was also used
for functions other than reference maintenance, as can be seen in Example (13).

(13) Arnaud, 2;3, MLU 2.96

Motl8 je coupe la attends / oh ‘Tm cutting here wait / oh
cest dur attends je prends le it’s hard wait, I'm taking the
couteau fais attention jai un knife be careful I have a knife
couteau fais attention / jai un be careful / I have a knife in my
couteau a la main tu fais trés hands be very careful’
attention

Arnl6 [pakupeledwa]

‘pas couper les doigts’ ‘not cut the fingers’

Motl9 bah oui attends ‘well yes wait’

Arnl7  [3 kup/ uweleku- grokutolela
grokuto]

‘on coupe / ou est le cou-gros ‘we cut / where is the kni-big
couteau l'est 1a gros couteauw’ knife it’s here big knife’

On Arnl7, Arnaud begins his turn with on coupe (‘we cut’), and a question about
the location of a mentioned knife. Arnaud interrupts this syntactic plan (ot est
le cou- ‘where is the kni-’), and he indicates that he found the knife using the left
dislocated NP gros couteau (‘big knife’) (Example 13 underlined). Unexpectedly,
this left-dislocated element carried a prosodic movement when knife was a main-
tained referent. Furthermore, the prosodic-movement NP followed by lest la NP
(‘it is here NP’) could be a routinized sequence with its own prosodic contour.
Thus, as said above, prosody is multifactorial and while prosodic movement can
vary with referential position, it can also vary with interactional factors. Whereas
the overall referring-expression prosody for the adult data varied with the dis-
course, a sequential fine-grained analysis — which is not the topic of the present
chapter — would show that it was not dependent solely upon referential position,
but performed other interactional functions.
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This part of our analysis addressed the links between syntax, via the exam-
ple of dislocation, position in the referential chain, and prosody. Of course, this
may not be the whole picture. The use of referring expressions could be sensitive
to other formal characteristics too, as will be shown in the next section on verb
frames.

3.3 Verb frames

First, we present the distribution of referring expressions in terms of categories
(3.3.1). Then we examine their position in the referential chain (3.3.2). Finally, we
analyze the prosodic characteristics of referring expressions in certain verb frames
(3.3.3).

3.3.1 Distribution of referring expressions in verb frames

In all, 1725 referring expressions were identified and analyzed as referential
complements, 219 for the children and 1506 for their mothers. They fell into 13
different categories (see Section 2.2.1). Each referring expression was analyzed
according to the lexical nature of the verb with which it combined.

Table 6 gives the distribution of the different categories found in the three
verb frames under study (Mettre+X, Vouloir+X, Cest+X), for the children and
their mothers in the overall distribution (all complements coded)’ and in each
type of frame.

As Table 6 shows, there was less variety among the frames that we chose
to study (Mettre+X: 8/10, Vouloir+X: 7/10, Cest+X: 7/10) than in the overall
complement function. It also shows that there was little variation in the number
of categories represented in these frames. The following categories were found
in all three frames: adjectives acting as nouns, common nouns, demonstrative
and interrogative pronouns. The others were either specific to one particular
frame (quantifiers for Mettre, numerals for Cest) or found for two of them
(proper nouns for Vouloir and Cest, clitic pronouns for Mettre and Vouloir, and
adverbial and strong personal pronouns for Mettre and Cest). These elements
suggest that not all categories available for a referring expression in comple-
ment function are used in the same way, depending on the frame. The specific
lexical nature of the verb appears to limit the potential categories of referring
expressions.

9. The 10 categories of referring expressions presented in the table are the ones found across
the three frames in question. Given that the overall distribution contains more categories (13),
the percentages do not add up to 100% for that distribution.
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Table 6. Distribution (in percentage) of the referring expressions for all complements
and for Mettre+X, Vouloir+X, and Cest+X, used by the children and their mothers

Adj* Dem Adv Intr CNoun PNoun CPP Quant SPP Num

% % % % % % % % % % N=

All complements

Child 228 8.68 0.46 13.70 46.12 7.31 10.05 1.37 7.76 046 219

Adult 1.46 4.11 4.05 10.82 46.54 3.39 23.64 0.73 3.66 0.27 1506
Mettre+X

Child 0.00 7.14 0.00 14.29 57.14 0.00 14.29 7.14 0.00 0.00 14

Adult 286 285 7.14 857 52.14 0.00 25.00 0.71 0.71 0.00 140
Vouloir+X

Child 8.00 8.00 4.00 0.00 64.00 4.00 12.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 25

Adult 1.59 3.97 17.46 10.32 55.55 2.38 8.73 0.00 0.00 0.00 126
Clest+X

Child 0.00 5.00 0.00 7.50 27.50 15.00  0.00 0.00 42.50 2.50 40

Adult 3.16 10.53 0.00 10.53 50.53 11.58 0.00 0.00 13.68 0.00 95

* Adj: nominalized adjectives, Dem: demonstrative pronouns, Adv: adverbial clitic pronouns, Intr:
interrogative pronouns, CNouns: common nouns, PNouns: proper nouns, CPP: clitic personal pronouns,
Quant: quantifiers, SPP: strong personal pronouns, Num: numerals

Table 6 also shows that the children used a subset of the categories found in the
mothers’ distribution for two frames. For Mettre+X, three categories (adjectives
acting as nouns, adverbial pronouns, strong personal pronouns) were absent from
the children’s data. They were relatively rare in the mothers’ distribution (around
10% of the tokens in all). For Vouloir+X, there was one absent category, interroga-
tive pronouns, in the children’s distribution. This category also represented only
10% of the mothers’ tokens. The last frame, Cest+X, displayed the same number
of categories (7) for mothers and children. Their distributions differed, however:
adjectives acting as nouns were absent in the children’s distribution, and numerals
were absent in that of the mothers.

The absence of a category in the children’s distribution for a given frame
apparently had no link to their ability per se to manipulate units from that cat-
egory. The overall set of complements produced showed that they were able to use
all the categories in the table. This was also confirmed by the fact that the children
used all of these categories in at least one of the three frames (e.g., adjectives were
not found with Mettre+X and Cest+X but were present with Vouloir+X). The rea-
sons for these absences are therefore unclear. It is possible to consider that because
the children produced fewer referring expressions, they had fewer chances of
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diversifying their uses within each type of frame. This could be especially true for
the categories that were rare in the mothers’ distributions.

Concerning the weight of the categories within each specific frame and across
all complements, common nouns were almost always the dominant category
(except in the children’s distribution for Cest+X; we will come back to this find-
ing below). For the other frequently used categories, the variations depended on
the dataset. Considering all of the children’s complements, interrogative and clitic
pronouns were the second and third most frequent categories, respectively; the
order was reversed for the mothers. Mettre+X displayed similar characteristics to
the overall distribution in the mothers’ data (interrogative pronouns: Fisher’s exact
test p =.47; clitics: p=.75) and in the children’s data (interrogative pronouns:
Fisher’s exact test p = 1; clitic pronouns: p = .64).

The Vouloir+X distribution was similar to that of all complements, notably
the proportions of clitic pronouns in the children’s data and of interrogative pro-
nouns in the mothers’ data. There were also some differences: adjectives (8%,
Example 14) and demonstrative pronouns (8%) were among the most frequent
categories in the child distribution, adverbial pronouns in the mother distribution
(17.46%, Fisher’s exact test p <.0001).

(14)  Julien, 2;3, MLU 1.92
Jul 154  [3ve no mem]
‘je veux le méme’ ‘T want the same (one)’

The high proportion of adverbial pronouns in the mothers’ data can be explained
by the fact that vouloir combines more easily with partitive complements than do
other verbs like mettre, for instance.!® And when partitive noun phrases are cliti-
cized, they take on the adverbial form en, as in tu veux du chocolat ? (do you want
some chocolate’) > tu en veux ? (do you want some’), an example not from our data.
The adverbial pronoun is thus very similar to clitic personal pronouns here.
Finally, Cest+X exhibited more differences from the distribution of all com-
plements. The first major difference was that clitic pronouns were absent in this
frame, due to the fact that the subject and the verb together form a frozen unit.
The mothers’ distribution nonetheless showed some similarities since common
nouns were the dominant category. In the children’s distribution, strong personal
pronouns had the highest proportion (42.50%); common nouns were in second
position (27.50%). One can hypothesize that this frequent use of strong personal

10. The semantics of vouloir are highly compatible with complements referring to food,
which may often be expressed with a partitive noun phrase (e.g., some chocolate, cake, fruit,
etc.). As mentioned in Section 2.1, snack time was one of the situations in which the sessions
were recorded. Partitives were therefore frequent in part of our data.
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pronouns is linked to the cleft construction (see description in Section 2.2.2),
where X is emphasized compared to the rest of the sentence, in such a way that the
children would primarily use referring expressions belonging to categories that
can be stressed.

3.3.2 Distribution of referring expressions according to referential-chain position
Here we look at whether referring expressions occur preferentially in certain posi-
tions in the referential chain that are dependent on the frame in which they occur.
As above for dislocation (Section 3.2.2), first- and second-person references were
not included in this analysis, since they act differently for reference introduction
and maintenance. The resulting dataset consisted of 1479 referring expressions.
Table 7 gives the distribution of the children’s and mothers’ referring expressions
according to their position in the referential chain for the overall set of comple-
ments coded, as compared to the distribution of all referring expressions and in
the three specific frames under study.

Table 7. Distribution (in percentage) of referring expressions according to their position
in the referential chain, for all complements, Mettre+X, Vouloir+X, and Cest+X, used by
the children and their mothers

FM*% SM% REA% REP% Unct% N=

All REs
Children  25.17 41.24 12.04 21.41 0.14 1462
Adults 26.82 49.86 7.49 15.60 0.22 3576
All complements
Children  33.33 39.15 11.11 15.34 1.06 189
Adults 34.88 42.56 10.08 11.86 0.62 1290
Mettre+X
Children  50.00 42.86 0.00 7.14 0.00 14
Adults 31.39 40.15 13.87 13.87 0.73 137
Vouloir+X
Children  28.00 60.00 8.00 0.00 4.00 25
Adults 38.33 39.17 12.50 10.00 0.00 120
Cest+X
Children  38.89 38.89 11.11 11.11 0.00 18
Adults 31.34 44.78 5.97 17.91 0.00 67

* FM: first mention, SM: second mention, REP: repetition, REA: reactivation, Unct: uncertain
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The analysis was conducted in three steps. First we compared the overall distri-
bution of complements to the distribution of all referring expressions, regardless
of their syntactic function. Next, we compared the distribution of the mothers’
and children’s complements. Then we looked at the distribution for the three verb
frames selected.

Table 7 shows that the referring expressions in complement position appeared
more frequently in first mentions (Fisher’s exact test p <.001 for adults and chil-
dren). Inversely, referring expressions were used significantly less often in subse-
quent mentions and in repetitions by the adults (Fisher’s exact test p < .001 in both
cases), and only in repetition by the children (Fisher’s exact test p =.036; no sig-
nificant difference for subsequent mentions p = .634). Adults used complements
in reactivation more often than with all referring expressions (Fisher’s exact test
p <.001), whereas for children there was no significant difference between the two
sets of data (Fisher’s exact test p = .81).

The overall set of complements was very similar for the children and the moth-
ers: referring expressions occurring in complement functions were mostly in sub-
sequent mentions (around 40%), closely followed by first mentions (about 34%).
Repetition and reactivation were less frequent (around 12% and 10% respectively).

Looking separately now at the three frames, we can see that they all had fea-
tures in common with the overall distribution of complements: subsequent and
first mentions were the two dominant categories, the former usually being more
frequent than the latter.

The mothers’ data exhibited relatively little variation between the entire set of
complements and the distribution of the three individual frames: all three frames
were statistically comparable to the overall set for all referential-chain positions
(Fisher’s exact test, Mettre+X: FM: p = .45; SM: p = .64; REP: p = .49; REA: p = .18;
Vouloir+X: EM: p = 48; SM: p = 49; REP: p = .65; REA: p = 43; Cest+X: FM:
p =.60; SM: p = .80; REP: p =.17; REA: p = .39). This appears to indicate that the
specific nature of each verb frame does not entail a preferred position in the refer-
ential chain for its complements.

The children’s distributions displayed a very similar pattern. Like their moth-
ers, their behavior for all three frames was statistically comparable to the overall
set of complements for all positions in the referential chain (Fisher’s exact test,
Mettre+X: FM: p = .24; SM: p =.78; REA: p = .36; Vouloir+X: FM: p = .65; SM:
p =.053; REA: p=1; Cest+X: FM: p = .61; SM: p = 1; REA: p = 1), except in the
case of Vouloir+X where the absence of repetition led to a significant difference
(Fisher’s exact test, Mettre+X: REP: p =.69; Vouloir+X: REP: p =.02; Cest+X:
REP: p = 1).
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According to Lambrecht (1994), referring expressions used to introduce new
referents are preferably common nouns in postverbal position. In our data, on the
one hand the complement position entailed more first mentions than in the total
set, and the complement referring expressions were indeed mostly common nouns,
as seen in Table 6. On the other hand, even though subsequent mentions were less
frequent than in the total set, they still corresponded to a substantial number of
complements. One can thus wonder whether our data contradict Lambrecht’s pre-
dictions. To go into greater depth regarding this apparent contradiction, we focused
on the distribution of the two categories known to be the most representative for
first and subsequent mentions, respectively, common nouns and clitic pronouns.
Table 8 gives the distribution of common nouns by position in the referential chain
for the children and their mothers, in the whole set of complements and in the
three frames under study; Table 9 gives the distribution of clitic pronouns.!!

Table 8. Distribution (in percentage) of common nouns, according to their position in
the referential chain, for all complements, Mettre+X, Vouloir+X, and Cest+X, used by the
children and their mothers

FM* % SM%  REA% REP %  Unct % N=

All complements Children 35.05 36.08 13.40 15.46 0.00 97
Adults 41.00 33.78 14.16 10.77 0.29 678
Mettre+X Children 62.50 37.50 0.00 0.00 0.00 8
Adults 40.28 29.17 13.89 15.28 1.39 72
Vouloir+X Children 25.00 62.50 12.50 0.00 0.00 16
Adults 42.65 30.88 14.71 11.76 0.00 68
Clest+X Children  44.44 22.22 11.11 22.22 0.00 9
Adults 30.00 42.50 10.00 17.50 0.00 40

* FM: first mention, SM: second mention, REP: repetition, REA: reactivation, Unct: uncertain

Table 8 shows that common nouns generally tended to be used more frequently
in first mentions as compared to the overall set of referring expressions in com-
plement position (see Table 7). This is especially visible in the mothers’ data: the
overall distribution of common nouns indicates that first mentions were domi-
nant (41% versus 34.88% in Table 6, Fisher’s exact test p = .007). Reactivation was
also more frequent (14.16% versus 10.08%, Fisher’s exact test p =.009); the two
categories put together thus represented more than 50% of the common-noun

1. As seen in the previous subsection, there were no clitic pronouns for Cest+X due to the
syntactic properties of this frame. The distribution is thus not detailed in Table 9 for this
frame.
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distribution. In light of these results, our data appear to be more in line with Lam-
brecht’s predictions (1994): common nouns in the complement function are pref-
erably used to (re)introduce a referent, and are less frequent with repetitions and
subsequent mentions.

The children’s distributions exhibited a somewhat different pattern. Their
overall use of common nouns in first mentions (Fisher’s exact test p =.79) and in
reactivations (Fisher’s exact test p = .56) was comparable to that in the entire set
of referring expressions in complement position (Table 7), and the proportions of
the two categories put together represented a little less than 50%. In other words,
the children did not appear to favor the use of common nouns to (re)introduce a
referent as clearly as did their mothers.

The mothers’ use of common nouns in the three frames was statistically
equivalent to their overall distribution,'? which appears to confirm that syntactic
frames and referential rank are not linked.

The detailed examination of the three frames for the children showed that
with Mettre+X, five (62.5%) expressions were in first mentions, and three (37.5%)
in second mentions. With Vouloir+X, four expressions (25%) occurred in first
mentions, whereas ten (62.5%) appeared in second mentions and two (12.5%)
appeared in reactivations. For Cest+X, we found four (44.4%) expressions in first
mentions, two (22.2%) in both second mentions and repetitions, and one (11.1%)
in reactivations.

A qualitative analysis of the complements of Mettre+X and Vouloir+X revealed
a somewhat more complex picture than predicted by the preferred-argument
structure and the communicative acts accomplished seem to have participated in
the choice.

Subsequent mentions with Mettre+X occurred in conclusive utterances dur-
ing play (such as puzzles and lotto), where, through naming, the children exhib-
ited their uptake of referent labelling, as in Example 15.

(15)  Clément, 2;3, MLU 2.28
Clément and his mother are doing a puzzle. She puts in one piece

Mot cest quoi c(e)t animal Clément? ‘what is this animal, Clément?’
Clé [leptiwajo]
‘les p(e)tits oiseaux’ ‘the little birds’
Mot alors. S0’
Clé [ja mi le ptiwajo]
{tu as} mis les p(e)tits oiseaux’ {you} put in the little birds’

12.  Wilcoxon: Mettre+X: FM: V =43, p = .413; SM: V = 28, p =.700; REA: V =45, p = .320;
REP: V =28, p =.700; Vouloir+X: FM: V =54, p =.951; SM: V=57, p=.807; REA: V =55,
p=.903; REP: V=62, p=.583; Cest+X: FM: V =35, p=.492; SM: V =15, p =.232; REA:
V' =39,p=.275REP: V=25,p=.845
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With Vouloir+X, a look at the utterance contexts revealed that these noun-based
subsequent mentions with vouloir occurred in specific contexts, for instance, when
the child answered a question or an offer (Example 16) or when he/she rejected an
offer (Example 17).

(16) Léa,2;2, MLU 2.4

Mot28  tu veux quoi? ‘what do you want?’
Léal7 [3ovedyp€avedybcee]
‘je veux du pain avec ‘I want bread with butter’
du beurre’

(17)  Julien, 2;3, MLU 1.92
Mot93 alors on va les mettre aprés ‘so we'll put them in later’
Jul36  [vepaleko[smwa]
‘veux pas les cochons moil” ‘I don’t want the pigs, me!’

Moving to clitic pronouns, Table 9 shows their distribution according to position
in the referential chain.

Table 9. Distribution (in percentage) of clitic pronouns used by the children and their
mothers, according to their position in the referential chain for all complements of
Mettre+X, and Vouloir+X

FM % SM % REA % REP % Unct % N=

All complements Child 10.53 63.16 10.53 10.53 5.26 19
Adult 9.30 77.67 4.19 8.37 0.47 215

Mettre+X Child 50.00 50.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2
Adult 12.12 72.73 6.06 9.09 0.00 33

Vouloir+X Child 33.33 33.33 0.00 0.00 33.33 3
Adult 0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 6

* FM: first mention, SM: second mention, REP: repetition, REA: reactivation, Unct: uncertain

Referring expressions in subsequent mentions increased over those found in
Table 7, for all verb frames, significantly so for the mothers, with 77.67% versus
42.56% (Fisher’s exact test p <.001). For the children, we observed a total of only
19 clitic pronouns in the complement function. There were two (10.5%) occur-
rences in first mentions, twelve (63.16%) in second mentions, two (10.5%) in reac-
tivations and two (10.5%) in repetitions.

Clitic pronouns seem to be preferably used in subsequent mentions by the
mothers, and were much less likely to occur in the other positions, where they
never represented more than about 10% of the data.
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In the mothers” data, the pattern in the overall distribution of complements
was very similar to those in the two specific frames. In all cases, subsequent men-
tions predominated, with over 70%; all of the other positions were relatively rare.
The children’s overall distribution went in the same direction. As for the two frames
in question, there were too few occurrences to provide a conclusive analysis. How-
ever, the comparison of Tables 7 and 9 suggests that in the complement position,
the subsequent-mention position is still the preferred one for clitic pronouns.

3.3.3 Prosody in verb frames

Here, we consider the prosodic contour of referring expressions embedded in the
complement position of the verb frames. Our aim was to find out if they still vary
with their position in the referential chain. Again, all referring expressions in the
8-dyad subcorpus were considered. In our prosodically analyzed data, we obtained
very few occurrences of the selected verb frames. In the adult data, only two frames
contained a referring expression as a complement: Cest+X (10 occurrences) and
Mettre+X (9 occurrences). In the child data, all three frames were found: Cest+X
(1 occurrence), Mettre+X (2 occurrences), and Vouloir+X (12 occurrences). We
thus only analyzed one frame per participant group: Mettre+X for the adults and
Vouloir+X for the children, in order to illustrate how prosody, referential-chain
position, and verb frames may interact. Finally, for the adults and children, we
analyzed the prosodic contours of the whole set of complements in our data subset
to compare them across verb frames.

In the children’s data, in first mentions, we found that the two referring expres-
sions in Vouloir+X and the six occurrences in the overall distribution contained a
prosodic movement. In subsequent mentions, for Vouloir+X, four referring expres-
sions had a plateau and four had a prosodic movement; in the overall distribution,
five had a plateau and four a movement. Thus, based on these cases, it seems that
the situation in the studied verb frames was comparable to the prosody for the
overall distribution of complements. Furthermore, this distribution does not con-
tradict the findings for the set of all referring expressions in Table 1 (60.98% with a
movement for referring expressions in FMs and 54.02% with a plateau for ones in
SMs). This suggests that the prosodic contours of referring expressions vary with
the position in the referential chain and not with the syntactic pattern.

In the adults’ data, the two occurrences of referring expressions in the
Mettre+X frame also contained a prosodic movement in a first mention, while
two occurrences in a subsequent mention had plateaus and two had a prosodic
movement. The results were equivalent to the child data. For the overall set of
complements in first mentions, 22 of the 39 occurrences (i.e., 58.97%) had a move-
ment, which differed from the children (whose 6 occurrences had a plateau), but
was similar to the results for all referring expressions in first mentions presented in
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Table 1 (50%). In subsequent mentions, 19 of the 35 occurrences (i.e., 54.29%) in
second mentions had a plateau, which is equivalent to the children’s results (5 out
of 9 with a movement), but lower than the distribution for all referring expressions
presented in Table 1 (72.69%).

This preliminary study suggests, as expected, that prosodic contours do not
vary according to the syntactic frame in which they are embedded, but vary with
the position in the referential chain, among other factors.

4. Discussion

First, our results for dislocations showed that the children used dislocation in a
way comparable to what the adults did when they addressed the child. Dislocations
occurred mostly in the subject function for both adults and children, and there was
little variation between children and adults in the ratio of left dislocation to right
dislocation, and in the position of dislocations in the referential chain. Concerning
the direction of dislocation, right dislocation and left dislocation, as a whole, were
equally frequent both in the mothers’ productions and in the children’s produc-
tions; but right dislocation tended to be more frequent with nouns, whereas left
dislocation seemed to occur more frequently with third-person pronouns.
However, we observed some mother-child differences. The children obtained
a higher rate of dislocation than the adults (27% versus 17%). De Cat (2007)
found dislocation rates between 18% and 24% in adults’ child-directed speech,
and between 19% and 37% for children. Our results seem to match De Cat’s quite
closely, even if a comparison is difficult for methodological reasons. Indeed, De
Cat (2007) also considered constructions in which an adverbial was detached as
a dislocation, which we did not. Furthermore, the dislocation ratio in our data
was calculated as a function of the number of referring expressions, whereas in
other studies, it has been calculated as a function of the number of utterances.
Our analysis showed that, although the children produced more dislocations than
the adults, which is consistent with other findings in the literature for these ages,
this cannot be solely due to overgeneralization. If it were, the children could be
expected to be insensitive to discourse-pragmatic characteristics. In our case, the
children obtained a similar distribution for the position in the referential chain
(first mentions, second mentions, etc.) to that of the adults; they were also like
the adults in the distribution of left dislocations and right dislocations, both as a
whole and with regard to the position in the referential chain. These findings all
suggest appropriate usage. Furthermore, an additional analysis allowed us to show
that the children were sensitive not only to the discourse-pragmatic contexts of left
dislocation and right dislocation, but that the type of utterance also played a role,
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even for the children: right dislocation seems to be more frequent in interrogative
utterances, whereas left dislocation seems to be so in declaratives. This also argues
in favor of the hypothesis that interactional features were at play in our results. In
our data, the mothers asked more questions than the children did (see De Cat 2007
for comparable considerations; see also Chapter 9, de Weck, Hassan, Heurdier,
Klein, & Salagnac, 2021, on the influence of activity type).

Since our analysis of the referential-chain position, as well as our calculation
of the distance between dislocations, suggested that the children’s productions
were not simple repetitions of the adults’ productions; and since, as a whole, they
appeared in the same structural forms and discursive contexts, we may assume
that the children were sensitive to the discursive use of dislocation, in a way quite
similar to the adults.

Nevertheless, from an information-structure point of view alone, it is difficult
to explain the use of dislocation in all contexts. Studies like Pekarek Doehler’s
(2001) and Horlacher’s (2015) showed that dislocation not only serves the needs
of mutual positioning with respect to the conversation, but also indicates the rel-
evance of a turn with regard to some preceding turn and manages the opening and
closing of discourse topics as well as alternation of turn-taking. It would be very
interesting to look into whether the children’s more frequent use of dislocation
could be better explained by also taking these factors into account.

As for the results on verb frames, formal characteristics seem to play a role in
the choice of referring expressions in the complement function. The use of a par-
ticular frame seems to restrict the set of potential categories with which the refer-
ent may be realized. In line with our observations on the three frames we selected,
some of the potential categories may be found across all frames (e.g., common
nouns), while others seem to be specific to particular frames or frame groups (e.g.,
strong personal pronouns). Furthermore, the verb’s lexical nature also appears to
grant more or less weight to certain categories. For example, proper nouns were
used with both Vouloir+X and Cest+X, but they were infrequent in the former case
while being among the most frequent in the latter. This suggests that some frames
(e.g., Cest+X) promote the use of certain categories (e.g., proper nouns), while
others (e.g., Vouloir+X), make that use less probable.

Concerning discourse-pragmatic characteristics, our data suggest that the
assumed link between syntax and information structure is more complex than
usually stated in the literature. For complements, the proportions of first and
subsequent mentions differed from their distribution for all referring expres-
sions for adults. Children showed a significant difference for first mentions, but
not for subsequent mentions. The preference for first mentions in complement
position might be only partially acquired for the children. Moreover, even for the
adults, the difference between the distribution of all referring expressions and the
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distribution in complement position was less dramatic than expected. The results
on the distribution of clitic pronouns and nouns, by type of frame and position
in the referential chain, are less surprising: subsequent mentions appear to favor
clitic pronouns, and first mentions to favor nouns. Nevertheless, a large number of
nouns (around a third of the overall data) still occurred in subsequent mentions
(for further discussion, see Chapter 3, da Silva-Genest et al., 2021).

The comparison between mothers and children in terms of the verb frames
showed relatively little variation with respect to both referring-expression cat-
egories and their positions in the referential chain. With categories, the main
differences observed were, firstly, that the children tended to use some of the
mother’s most frequent categories, and secondly, that they tended to omit catego-
ries that were infrequent in their mothers’ data. By contrast, the high preference
observed in the mothers’ data for nouns in first mentions, and clitic pronouns
in subsequent mentions, was not as strong in the children’s distributions. Apart
from the scarcity of data, and the fact that children this young are known to
produce fewer clitic pronouns than adults, French object clitic pronouns being
acquired even later than subject clitic pronouns, there seem to be multiple rea-
sons for this difference. A qualitative analysis of the tokens in our data suggests
that the specific communicative functions linked to the choice of a verb frame
might play a role.

These partial divergences with the results of the literature bring to the fore
the complexity of factors impacting the choice of referring expressions. They sug-
gest that the usual model constructed on the basis of the referent’s position in
the referential chain (or its accessibility) does not fit with all the uses of referring
expressions.

In our data, we can see that other specific pragmatic contexts, such as the
actions currently being accomplished in the activity, can interact with discourse-
pragmatic (accessibility) factors. Moreover, the qualitative observation of the verb
frames also suggests that individual frames perform different communicative acts
that may entail certain referential statuses for referring expressions.

Finally, for prosody, although we are far from having a precise view of chil-
dren’s prosody in reference, because we only considered referring-expression
contours and we only distinguished plateaus and movements while combining all
types of movements, we found that prosody varied with the position in the refer-
ential chain. We did not observe any significant differences between adults and
children as to the proportion of movements versus plateaus across positions in
the referential chain. And the adults produced more referring expressions with
plateaus in subsequent mentions. Thus, the adults and the children seemed to
behave in the same way with respect to the position in the referential chain. Our
analysis of dislocated elements suggests that referential-chain position is not the
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only parameter affecting the prosodic contour of referring expressions. Other dis-
cursive or interactional factors seem to account for some of the contours. Con-
cerning verb frames, the prosodic contours of the referring expressions in the
frames under study were comparable with those of the overall complements. Thus,
as expected, prosody does not seem to vary with verb frames but rather with the
position in the referential chain. More data would enable us to distinguish the dif-
ferent prosodic-movement types such as rising, falling prosodic accentuation, and
their specific functions in discourse.

In sum, the quantity of data analyzed in this study does not allow us to draw
strong conclusions. However, they seem to point to the following elements: by the
young age of 2 years, children appear to be able to learn, from the scaffolding model
provided by their parents, both the formal characteristics of referring expressions
and the position in the referential chain. At this stage of language acquisition,
by their use of dislocations and prosodic contours, they exhibited some form of
sensitivity to discourse-pragmatic characteristics and information structure. The
great similarity in terms of discursive sensitivity between the children and the
adults is in line with a theory of acquisition whereby discursive and pragmatic
competence is an early factor of acquisition. In addition, we were able to show
that the specific nature of a verb frame can also constrain the choice of a referring
expression. Thus, syntax does not appear to be in a one-to-one relationship with
discourse, as the transparency postulated by Lambrecht (1994) suggests. Multiple
factors may intervene in the production of referring expressions. Consequently, to
obtain a full picture of the acquisition of referring expressions, it is important to
take into account both the formal and the functional characteristics of the interac-
tional context and the communicative acts accomplished.

In the future, it would be interesting, possibly using statistical models on
larger corpora, to systematically investigate the interaction between formal and
discourse-pragmatic characteristics and general and specific linguistic elements.
This could improve our understanding of how these interactions work. Are these
characteristics complementary or in competition, and in the latter case, which
one(s) override the other(s)? In the same way, the different levels of functional
characteristics could be considered in the use not only of referring expressions
but also of syntactic constructions (i.e., what constrains the choice of a particu-
lar frame or construction). In this chapter, we only examined certain aspects of
discourse-pragmatic characteristics. By taking other aspects into consideration,
including those pertaining to interaction management such as the dyadic dynam-
ics, and even aspects like the situation or the activity being carried out by the
participants (see Chapter 9, de Weck et al, 2021), we could better grasp how dis-
course-pragmatic characteristics act and interact with formal characteristics in the
acquisition of referring expressions.
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CHAPTER 7

The influence of dialogue in young children’s
uses of referring expressions

Haydée Marcos!, Anne Salazar Orvig!,
Christine da Silva-Genest? & Julien Heurdier!
ICLESTHIA Université Sorbonne Nouvelle - Paris 3
Laboratoires DevAH & ATILE, Université de Lorraine

Twenty-four dialogues between French-speaking children aged 1;10 to 2;6 and
their more competent interlocutors were analyzed from the point of view of
(1) the uses of referring expressions by both children and their interlocutors,
according to the attentional and discursive status of the referent, (2) the
immediate effect of the interlocutor’s discourse on the choice of a referring
expression; and (3) the dialogical relations of referring expressions. The main
results confirmed the similarity of adults’ and children’s uses of third-person
pronouns and showed that maintaining continuity in dialogue overrode the
influence of forms in the interlocutor’s discourse. Finally, a qualitative analysis
highlighted the role of formats and more generally, patterns of dialogue in the
language developmental process.

Keywords: dialogical relations, discursive status, attentional status, third-person
clitic pronouns, nouns, demonstrative pronouns, formats, question, repetition,
interlocutor’s discourse

1. Introduction

This chapter is about the role of dialogue in young children’s acquisition of prag-
matic skills for using referring expressions, with 