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Abstract  
 
This paper aims to examine caregiver responses to children’s utterances and how the 

caregiver’s responding speech varies during the child’s three first critical years of 

language development. The methodology for this paper is a longitudinal study that 

focuses on how the caregiver uses the language during the child’s first three and most 

important language-wise years. The data comprised three video recordings downloaded 

from the CHILDES database.  The process of analyzing the caregiver’s language was 

then based on Lieven’s (1978) semantic categories. These results demonstrated the 

importance of the caregiver in L1 development. 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background 
Language acquisition is one of the most fascinating aspects of human development. 

Researchers in psychology and linguistics have for generations discussed theoretical 

questions such as how children learn a language and what pushes them to develop their 

knowledge of grammar, lexis and vocabulary. This essay will examine the role of 

caregivers in the acquisition of child language based on the pioneering work of Lieven 

(1978), who was one of the first scholars to focus attention on the linguistic interactions 

between mothers and their children. 

The human brain has an ability to acquire language where parents and social 

environments have an impact on the child’s process of language development. In every 

culture adult provide a special environment of teaching conditions for the child. Parents 

are therefore naturally motivated to teach young children to use the language and 

communicate with others. Moreover, it has been shown that the child’s early period of 

life is one of the most important periods for language development. This is the stage in 

life when children seem to show that they have the ability to learn a language and are 

naturally appropriated to learn and communicate with others.  

1.2 Aim  
The aim of this essay is to categorize caregiver utterances in interactions using the 

classification put forward by Lieven (1978). More specifically, this essay will examine 

how the caregiver’s response to children’s utterances and how the caregiver’s 

responding speech varies during the child’s three first critical and important years. This 

essay will also look at how the caregiver’s language is simplified during interactions 

with the child. 

 

The following research questions will be examined: 

 

1. How is the language of the caregiver simplified when interacting with 

young children? 

2. How does the language of the caregiver vary over the three first critical 

years in the life of the child? 
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2. Theoretical Background 
 
This section will describe the most important aspects of first language acquisition, 

where the phenomenon of L1 acquisition will first be explained. Moreover, both the role 

of the child's linguistic environment (nurture) and in-built biological mechanisms 

(nature) will be examined and described in this section.	

2.1 Learning the first language 
 
It is remarkable how first language acquisition follows similar developmental paths in 

all languages in the early stages of the child’s life. According to Lightbrown and Spada 

(2006) more or less invariant developmental sequences have been described in the L1 

research literature. The first stage is called the pre-linguistic stage where the child is 

first exposed to language. The second stage is called the holophrase stage where the 

child starts to utter one word around the age of 12 months. The two-word stage appears 

at 18 months where the child learns more words and starts combining them with 

phrases. The developing stage is where the child at two and a half years old starts to 

combine words in a meaningful order (Lightbrown and Spada 2006).   

During the child’s first year, the first stage of language development is vocalization. 

The child’s first year of vocalization is simply the crying that is made when the child is 

uncomfortable or hungry. The cooing and the gurgling sounds appear when the child is 

stimulated by looking around at interesting things around them (Lightbrown and Spada 

2006: 38).  

Furthermore, Lightbrown and Spada (2006) explain how babies are able to understand 

some words at the age of one. When words are repeated in a frequent way such as 'bye-

bye', babies are able to connect the word with an action such as waving. Later on by the 

age of twelve months, children have started to produce words that are recognizable and 

understandable. Furthermore, by the age of two they learn how to combine words to 

complete a whole sentence as for instance in ‘mummy juice’ (Lightbrown and Spada 

2006). These combinations are called telegraphic utterances just because auxiliary 

verbs, articles and prepositions are left out. Even though function words and 

grammatical morphemes are not included, the word order reflects on how they have 

heard the language (Lightbrown and Spada 2006).  
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2.2 Nurture and Behaviorist Theory of L1 development (Skinner) 
 
 
Skinner who was a behaviorist claimed that language is a form of cognitive behavior 

where it is learnt by the child with the help of reinforcement and shaping which he calls 

operant conditioning. According to Skinner (1957) cited in Ambridge and Lieven, 

(2011) children learn words and language through behaviorist reinforcement principles 

where the words are associated with meanings. Moreover, Skinner stated that correct 

utterances are certainly reinforced when the child realizes the actual communicative 

value of phrases and words (Ambridge and Lieven, 2011). Furthermore, Skinner (1957) 

cited in Ambridge and Lieven (2011) viewed language acquisition as a cognitive 

behavior where the child learns the language by trial-and-error and tries to succeed by 

reinforcement of their caregiver’s gesture (such as smile, approval and attention etc). 

Moreover, Skinner (1957) cited in Ambridge and Lieven (2011) distinguished in his 

work two categories of verbal responses that a child makes: verbal behavior that is 

reinforced by the child receiving something it wants and the other one is the verbal 

behavior caused by imitating others.  

 

Furthermore, according to Skinner (1957) cited in Ambridge and Lieven (2011:7) 

children tend to learn language through selective reinforcement by the caregivers in the 

same way as the rat revealed in his most well-known animal-learning studies example. 

In this study it was shown how the animal learned how to press particular levers to 

receive a reward which in this case was food. According to Skinner (1957) cited in 

Ambridge and Lieven (ibid:7) the same achievement could be linked where for instance 

a child attempts to do the same as the parent by imitating the word ‘Mummy’ where the 

caregiver would afterwards reward correct or close attempts to the child by smiling or 

giving praise.  

 

2.3. Innateness, Cognitive and Sociocultural Learning Theories  
 
Having reviewed behaviourist approaches to first language acquisition, attention will 

now be given to theories which came later as a reaction to behaviorism in psychology. 
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2.3.1 Innateness Theory (Chomsky) 
 

According to Crystal (1991:34) the limitation of imitation, and its reinforcement led in 

the late 1950s to another alternative of acquisition theory, the innateness hypothesis. In 

this theory it was argued that children must have an innate ability for learning language, 

which means that the human brain has an instinctive capacity of learning language rules. 

Furthermore, this leads to the child making rapid progress in acquiring the language. 

Crystal (1991:234) also mentions Chomsky’s theory of generative linguistics and the 

child’s language acquisition device (henceforth LAD). Chomsky’s theory is based on 

the innate biological ability that all human beings possess where every child has a 

language acquisition device where the innate learning mechanism helps a child to learn 

how to grasp the language (Crystal ibid:236). Moreover, Chomsky also states that the 

LAD is used when the child wants to make sense of the sounds and utterances that 

surround the child. This primary linguistic data provides the essential linguistic input 

from which children can derive grammatical representations (Crystal 1991:234).  

Furthermore, Crystal (1991:234) clarifies the development of our innate structure for 

syntactic capability and how our brain creates, organizes, adapts and combines words 

and phrases into comprehensible utterances (Crystal 1991:34). Also, cognitive theory is 

grounded in the fact that all humans can process information that works naturally and 

with the right conditions we have an inherent ability to process languages (Crystal 

1991:34). Crystal (1991:235) describes the importance of the language and factors that 

are used by Chomsky and his theory. One factor is that, there is an optimal learning age 

between the age of 3 to 10 where there is an ability in operation to learn a language with 

fluency. The other factor is that the child does not need a trigger to start the language 

acquisition process with the help of an adult or caregiver the child has an ability to work 

to produce the language on its own. The last one is that correction of the language from 

an adult to the child is unnecessary, the child will grasp their language and gradually 

improve it. 
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2.3.2 Cognitive Theories (Piaget and Bruner) 
  
In contrast to the linguistic focus of the previous section, section 2.3.2 will bring up the 

two most important psychologists that have contributed to our understanding of 

language acquisition and development as a reaction to the behavioristic theories of the 

1940s and 1950s. The work of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner has helped substantially to 

shed light on our understanding of L1 acquisition as well as general cognitive 

development.  

According to Lee & Das Gupta (1995), Piaget looked at how children function from a 

solitary perspective. Piaget came up with the conclusion that the only difference 

between adults’ and children’s cognitive processes is that the latter is more efficient. 

This was a revolutionary concept because Piaget claimed that the infant and the child 

learn how to use the language and also think in a qualitatively different way (Lee and 

Gupta ibid: 6).  Piaget believed that the child’s social context was intimately linked to 

the developmental of the child. This means that the child’s own actions in the world are 

crucial to development process. The majority of Piaget's work has focused on how the 

important role of the developmental process is individual. Children can construct and 

understand their world around them; afterwards the experience of discrepancies between 

what that already know and what they have discovered meanwhile in their environment 

are most important (Lee and Gupta. ibid:6).    

 

Lee & Das Gupta (1995) describes furthermore Piaget's stages of development and that 

he believes all children go through the periods in the same order. The first stage is 

called the sensorimotor stage (from birth to about 2 years). This is where children begin 

to comprehend by using physical actions to interact with the world around them. This 

stage ends when the child learns to acquire thoughts and language (Lee and Gupta 

1995:7). Moreover, Piaget also claims that language does not occur at an earlier age 

because of the development is a part of symbolic functions, which helps the capacity for 

a mental presentation in the form of idea or image (Lee and Das Gupta 1995:7).  

Furthermore, Lee and Das Gupta (1995) discuss how Piaget also argued that cognitive 

development is not a strict but a spontaneous process. This means that the cognitive 

development is not linked to direct teaching from adults. Vygotsky and many other 

psychologists disagree with this idea (Lee and Das Gupta ibid:10).  
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Bruner (cited in Lee and Das Gupta 1995:14) has also developed ideas relating to child 

and caregiver language. It has been claimed in his theory that there are connections of 

pre-verbal exchanges between child and caregiver and the language acquisition (Lee 

and Das Gupta ibid:52). According to Bruner (cited in Lee ibid:1995:14) spoken 

language is a part of history that predates written communication. Bruner claims that 

some similarities in pre-verbal exchanges and the structures of conversations are as an 

underlying similarity, such as trying to seek for attention for a conversation.  

The environment that we are surrounded by is important and is shared among us where 

it is the greatest source of help and contributions to the child until the child is able to 

make it on its own, assigning a progressively more active role in language (Lee and Das 

Gupta 1995:52). As the authors mention, language is used by humans, among other 

individuals to inform, to make a request and also to amuse others.   	

Bruner (1983, 1993) cited in Cameron (2008) claimed in some of his research that 

language is a very important tool for a cognitive growth. He analyzed how adults use 

language when speaking to children while helping them solve problems in various 

practical tasks.  This kind of activity is known as scaffolding and is  presented as a part 

of  Bruner’s theory (Cameron 2008:8). This is a form of verbal support that helps the 

child to adjust finely while doing an activity at the same time. Such activities help 

children to be more interested in the task and this was completed with the help of the 

adult that controlled the child’s progress (Cameron ibid:8). These interactions have 

helped the child to become more competent and therefore have been presented in 

schools as a teacher and pupil talk (Cameron ibid:8). Bruner has also presented another 

useful technique for language teaching which is called formats and routines (Cameron 

2008:9). These routines could include activities such as reading bedtime stories. The 

adult seems to do most of the talking, describing characters and other important figures 

in the story. This helps the child to think when involving children with instructions and 

tag questions (Cameron 2008:10). The routine helps children to take over and start 

speaking the language on their own and opens up the child’s developing language skills. 

Moreover, Cameron (2008:11) describes Bruner’s routine theory as a technique that 

helps the child to increase the complexity of language produced, providing a foundation 

for language progress.  
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2.3.3 Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky) 
 
According to Vygotsky (cited in Lee et al. 1995:13), interaction with peers and adults is 

important for a child’s cognitive development. The major contribution of his theory of 

development is to have an understanding of historical symbolic tools and artefacts 

which are acquired by the child. Language is one of the main tools that function in 

culture, which operates when interaction emerges between the child and another person. 

This appears as a social process before it manifests itself within the child as an inner 

mental process (Lee et al. 1995:13). Even though children develop some concepts on 

their own Vygotsky, claims that children develop from the help and support of an adult. 

Therefore, the adult’s role as a ‘teacher’ is emphasized by Vygotsky (Lee and Das 

Gupta 1995:14). 

 

When it comes to language and thought, Vygotsky (Lee and Das Gupta 1995:14) claims 

that children’s language develops when first social interactions occur with adults and 

peers through the purpose and willingness of communicating. When that has been 

mastered it has been ‘internalized’ to support the thought and the ‘inner speech’ 

dialogues. With this conceptualization, Vygotsky claims that thought is the main 

product of language and not vice versa (Vygotsky 1975 cited in Lee and Das Gupta 

1995:13). Furthermore, Vygotsky (1975) cited Lee and Das Gupta (1995:14) claimed in 

his theory that children can advance to a higher level of knowledge in a supportive 

interactive environment. He postulated that children have a zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) which is the domain in which learning can take place with the 

assistance of parents or adults.  

 

This is where Vygotsky’s theory of a ‘teacher’ stimulated research into the role of 

teaching on child’s language development (Lee and Das Gupta 1995:14). Moreover, 

Vygotsky (1975) cited in Cameron (2008:6) used the idea of the ZPD as a new sense of 

‘intelligence’ instead for measuring children by what they can do alone. Vygotsky 

wanted therefore to see in his study how they managed to do things with the help of the 

adult. Moreover, Cameron (2008) brings up Vygotsky’s theory (ZPD) and the 

importance of the adult's presence as an important prerequisite for developing the 

child’s language. The adult helps the child to learn doing things and learn to think. The 



  
 

 8 

child starts to shift from talking aloud to themselves to another level of thinking inside 

in their head, a process called internalization (Cameron 2008:7). 

 

2.4 Lieven: Linguistic perspectives on caregiver’s language    
 
Having reviewed research on L1 acquisition from behavioristic, cognitive and 

sociocultural perspectives, this discussion will now focus more specifically on caregiver 

language. A key paper in the linguistic investigation of caregiver language is that of 

Lieven (1978). This paper begins with the statement of fact that there are conversations 

between mother and child and sometimes with other adults or children. It is also 

obvious that children have effects on the mother’s speech as well as in the other 

direction. Even though studies have shown conflicting findings it is clear that a 

conversation appears between the child and the mother. Lieven (1978) cited in Trott et 

al. (2004:11) state that the conversation between child and mother becomes a dialogue 

as soon as the adult responded to their child’s utterance with an expansion of what they 

just have said. Furthermore, this has in turn been shown to be a reciprocal verbal 

interchange; a turn talking conversation between mother and child appears as the child 

also may have responded to the mother’s expansion. Lieven (1978) cited in Trott et al. 

(ibid:5), explores the language that is used among caregivers (here, mothers) and the 

language used by the children as well.  

According to Trott et al. (2004) child-directed speech (henceforth CDS) is strongly 

emphasized by Lieven, where she states that children tend to make modifications in 

their language when they respond to other children and adults. The study carried out by 

Trott et al. ibid: 6) focuses on two girls (Beth and Kate) and their mother when the girls 

are 18 months of age. Furthermore, Trott et al. (2004) describe how Lieven started to 

explore their conversation in pragmatic terms where different speech acts were 

identified in terms of what the speaker is trying to achieve by their speech.  

Trott et al. (2004) describes Lieven’s six categories and classifies the types of responses 

by the caregiver to the child’s utterances.  
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Table 1.  Lieven’s (1978) categories and descriptions. 

 

Name of categories Description of categories 
 

	

1. Expansion	

 
Is used to describe an utterance which the adult 
expands without adding any newer semantic 
information. The caregiver is expanding the 
utterance into a syntactically correct SVO 
utterance throughout  

	

	

2. Extension	

 

Is used to describe where the adult extends extra 
material in the form of semantic information to 
the child’s utterance. 
 

 	

3. Query	

 
This is an utterance where the adult asks the child 
what he/she has just said in their  
conversation. 
 

 

4. Ignore	

 
The child’s previous utterance is ignored by  the 
caregiver where this utterance was not related to 
the previous utterance. 
 

	

5. Correct	

 
This is an utterance where the adult corrects the 
child’s previous utterance throughout 
syntactically, semantically or phonologically. 
 

 
6. Ready-made	

Is where utterance is not replaced onto any  
grammatical class that are being used by  
native speakers. According to Lieven 
 (1975) utterances in this category have  
been identified by Lyons (1968) as yes, no, 
please, oh dear, thank you, jolly good. 

 

Furthermore, the results from the analysis of the children’s mothers’ speech in this 

paper showed that they talked to their children very differently. Lieven’s (cited in Trott 

et al. ibid: 18) table showed that Kate’s mother responded to her with a high proportion 



  
 

 10 

of extensions and expansions. Furthermore, the research shows that Beth’s mother had a 

lower proportion of extension and expansion categories relative to Kate’s mother. This 

shows that Kate’s mother seems to respond more attentively to Kate’s utterances, while 

Beth’s speech seems to be less tuned-in to her mother. The research paper also shows 

the girl’s progressive ways of conversing in different ways and about different things.  

 

However, this particular analysis that was aimed at looking deeper at the actual 

conversation between caregiver and the child was an extremely advancing observation 

aimed at first language development. This kind of analysis has its difficulties in addition 

of making a judgement of what the child is actually saying and meaning in their 

conversation with the caregiver and then subsequently ordering the sentences in the 

right category. Lieven’s particular analysis might also be expanded with other 

categories by the researcher with an improvement of the existing categories and for its 

own analysis and purpose to its advantage.   
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3. Methodology 
 

 3.1 Material and method 
 
The data collection for this essay will be focused on the Child Language Data 

Exchange System (henceforth CHILDES) database, a computerized archive of child 

language recordings and transcriptions. It was established 1984 by an international 

group of child language researchers (Crystal 1991:231).  This essay will focus on 

collected material from audio-recordings made by Michael Forrester1 a researcher in 

child language acquisition. There are thirty-one audio video recordings that were 

conducted between 1998-2000. The child subject is the researcher’s daughter called Ella 

(E) and the father’s utterances in the recordings / transcripts are to referred to as F (for 

Forrester). This is a longitudinal research project and the audio with videos can be 

selected from any point in the child's development between the year of one to three 

years old. It is the amount of time that limits the longitudinal research for this essay and 

therefore only three audio videos will be analyzed in detail. Furthermore, the chosen 

data starts from when the child is one year and seven months old (1;7); the second 

recording is analyzed when the child is two years and seven months old (2;7) and the 

last audio video is from three years and five months old (3;5). All the videos are about 

20 minutes long.  

 

The utterances by the two of them will be analyzed in each year and they will be 

presented in tables as 1, 1.2 and 1.3. Thereafter they will be further explained in the 

results section. The three tables with each year include Lieven’s six categories. The 

number of categorized caregiver’s utterances has been counted when analyzing the 

videos and transcripts. After the table 1, 1.2 and 1.3 there will be several illustrations 

tables as example 1, 2 and 3 showing the actual sentences between the father (F) and 

child (E) and therefore be linked with Lieven’s different categories. 

 

                                                
1 1 Forrester, M. (2002). Appropriating cultural conceptions of childhood: Participation in conversation.  

Childhood, 9, 255-278. 
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The purpose of this record is to look closer at how the caregiver’s utterances change 

during the child’s first three critical years. Lieven’s (1978) categories will be presented 

and used in this essay where the parent’s responding utterances will be analyzed and put 

into different categories (Trott et al. 2004:18). The utterances in the results are 

categorized by Lieven’s known categories called Expansion. Extension, Query, Ignore, 

Correct and Ready-made. The analysis in this project will be based on counting the 

amount of the caregiver’s response to the child’s language. Expansion is used by the 

caregiver when the child is using several words but in combinations which are not 

syntactically correct. The caregiver expands the child’s utterance into a syntactically 

correct utterance by completing the whole sentence. 

 

Extension is when the caregiver extends the child’s word by saying another word to link 

the words by making it more comprehensible even though it is not a full sentence. The 

query category is a question that is made by the caregiver with regards to the child’s 

language and its utterance. The Ignore category is where the caregiver does not put 

much effort on what is said from the child’s utterances. These are mostly sounds that 

are not included in the actual conversation between the caregiver and the child’s 

conversation. The correct category is made by the caregiver when the child utters a 

word or saying a non-syntactically utterance. The caregiver is then uttering the words 

correctly or saying the utterance correctly so the child can hear it clearly. The Ready-

made category is made by the caregiver and the utterance that has not been replaced 

onto any grammatical class.  

 

3.2 Problems and limitations 
 
One of the main problems that researchers of child language deal with is time pressure. 

The analysis of transcripts in the database is time-consuming. This has also been one of 

the disadvantages for this essay.  All the transcripts from the corpus could not been 

analyzed. Due to time constraints, the analyses are limited to three transcripts which 

have been useful for this research project. This is because the provision of recordings in 

both video and audio format was seen as beneficial to the investigation. Occasionally, 

there were sounds that was difficult to comprehend and with the video one could 

sometimes easily identify why they were made by the two of them (Father and Ella). 

The video was also helpful material for this analysis because the investigator could see 
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the physical environment that the two of them were in. Sounds that were unidentified 

could clearly be understood and seen and in an advance the investigator could 

understand and link the sound and the physical action from the two of them.  

 

The transcripts in CHILDES database have been improved with time where 

transcription of the record could take numerous of hours to transcribe (Crystal 

1991:231). Therefore, an agreement was made whereby scholars would make their 

recordings and transcripts available to other researchers in the field (Crystal 1991:231). 

However, the free access to the CHILDES corpus has made it possible to do the 

empirical research for the study without having direct access to young children. The 

CHILDES database has facilitated the possibility of doing research for this kind of 

paper. The positive aspects with this provision are also that the recording and 

transcription is now available for anyone to use in their study. Here the transcript can be 

followed while listening and watching the audio-recording materials, which has been a 

considerable advantage for this research paper. 	

The purpose of this corpus is to look at how the caregiver’s utterances are responded to 

when speaking to the young child throughout the formative years. The adult’s 

responding utterances to the child will be analyzed through Lieven’s (1978) existing 

semantic categories. One problem with the application of Lieven's categories was the  

difficulty of analyzing sounds which were not well-uttered utterances. The utterances 

that were not correctly produced had to be carefully analyzed by listening to the audio 

several times and by watching the video so that the researcher could be sure of the 

correct identification of the words that the participants had made. Once any incorrect 

utterances had been identified they were subsequently placed into a category. The 

conversation that was between the two of them could change from one topic to another 

one and therefore made it difficult to understand what the identity of the word. Since the 

audio video recording between a child and a caregiver is made spontaneously, the 

conversation and subject could differ and be changed quickly from where they were at, 

for instance in the kitchen to what they did the other day. Another difficult aspect that 

occurred during the analysis were that some of the utterances that were made by the two 

of the participants could also be categorized as belonging to two or more categories. It 

was very important to establish what the conversation was about between them. If the 

uttered word was an actual word or if participants said it in a playful way was important 

for the study. While listening numerous times to the utterances and thereafter identify 
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the actual word one could sometimes put the word into different categories at the same 

time. Depending on the conversation and with the help of the audio the investigator 

could sometimes be sure where the word should be placed at and sometimes it was 

difficult because the uttered word would emerge unexpectedly.  
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4. Results 
 
This section will describe the analysis of three video excerpts chosen from CHILDES 

data. The analyses of this paper will be examined on the basis of Lieven’s (Trott et al. 

2004:17) known categories. The categories are responses from the caregiver to the 

child’s utterances that have been analyzed. The table has six different categories that 

have been used by the caregiver and where it matches the utterances of the caregivers 

respond to the child. The following categories are types of responses by the caregiver to 

the child’s utterance which will be the main categories for analyzing this research in this 

paper. These expressions will be described in this paper for further analysis: Expansion. 

Extension, Query, Ignore, Correct and Ready-made. An example of the conversation 

between Father (Forrester) and Ella will be presented in another illustrated box after 

every table where the result is shown from the amount of the caregiver’s response. In 

the example box the transcript number will be shown, the name (F or E), utterance (an 

example of the highest proportion used in the conversation) and category. 

 

 

 
Categories of response                                           The amount of caregiver’s response 
______________________________________________________________________
___ 
Extension                                                        19 
Expansion                                                       27 
Query                                                                0 
Ignore                                                               2 
Correct                                                            21 
Ready-made                                                     5 
 
 
Table 1. Types of caregiver’s response to the child’s utterance by the age of 1;7. 
 

From table 1, it can be seen that Ella’s father responds to her with a high proportion of 

expansions, extensions and correction in their conversation. The other three categories 

have lower counts responding to Ella with a ready-made word or phrase, or questioning 

her previous utterance and ignoring her previous utterance with relatively few examples 

in the database. This conversation appeared during a mealtime where her father was 

preparing her a meal and conversation between starts to emerge even though Ella is one 
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year and seven months old. The length of this video is 31 minutes long. It was most 

obvious that extensions, expansions and corrections were dominant in the transcript 

where the caregiver’s responses could also easily be identified as these categories. In 

this table the extension, expansion and corrections differ from the two other tables. 

Expansion has been described previously, an utterance which the adult expands without 

adding any newer semantic information.   

Example 1, on expansion:   

Transcriptnr:                          Name:                Utterance:                          Category: 

330                                         E Lay down loo 

332                                         F She is laying down.             (Expansion) 

 

Here, the child’s utterance is not syntactically correct and the words that she knows are 

the verb lay and the adverb down are used by describing what’s happening to her doll. 

The caregiver is expanding the utterance into a syntactically correct utterance in terms 

of the canonical clause structure for English, SVO (subject-verb-object). Another 

example of the caregiver’s most frequently used response is first correction and then 

extension. The child’s utterance appears when she reaches for a biscuit.  

Example 2 on correction and when the caregiver use extension: 

Transcriptnr:  Name:       Utterance:         Category: 

586                                    E bi it hhh                      

587                                    F Biscuit                                 Correction 

589                                   F Have a biscuit later             Extension 

Here, one can see how the caregiver corrects the child’s utterance every time. The next 

sentence is where the caregiver immediately adds some extra semantic material 

information to the child’s utterance as an extension. The lowest proportion of the 

caregiver’s utterance was identified as query, ignore and ready-made.  
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Categories of response                                  The amount of caregiver’s response 
______________________________________________________________________
___ 
Extension                                                        7                                                    
Expansion                                                       4 
Query                                                              3 
Ignore                                                             5 
Correct                                                          10 
Ready-made                                                   5   
 
 

Table 1.2 Types of caregiver’s response to the child’s utterance by the age of 2;7.  

 

On the table 1.2, is what has been identified in the transcript. It can be seen, that Ella’s 

father responds to her with a higher proportion of corrections and extensions. This 

conversation is once again father and daughter having a meal where a conversation 

appears between them. The conversation is about 20 minutes long. Ella here is two 

years and seven months old where here the vocabulary has increased since the last video 

was analyzed-  she now is two years and seven months old. One can see in this 

transcript that her language has developed to be more clear. The corrections and ready-

mades to Ella’s utterance or phrase seemed to be equal in this video. Query and 

expansions are the least frequent category in this specific conversation. 

As described earlier, the child’s previous utterance is corrected by the caregiver 

throughout including syntactic, semantic or phonological aspects.  

 

Example 1 shows correction from the conversation: 

Transcriptnr:                     Name:                   Utterance:                                 Category: 

998                                     E When we lib a house? 

1000                                   F Why do we live in a house?      Correction 
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Firstly, the child’s syntax is incorrect in terms of the interrogative adverb when which is 

corrected by the caregiver to why. Secondly, the auxiliary verb do is also set by the 

caregiver to his responded utterance. Thirdly, the child’s utterance lib is corrected in a 

phonological aspect to live.  

 

The other high frequency category of utterances seems to be in this particular video the 

extension quite much. The extension is once again when the adult extends the child’s 

utterance and inserts some extra material in the semantic information to the child’s 

utterance.  

 

Example 2 below, shows a specific extension from the conversation described: 

Transcriptnr:                               Name:        Utternace:                                  Category: 

248                                             E I’m look egg 

250                                             F You can look at it from             Extension 

there but you can’t touch it  

but it is far                                    

251                                             E Too burny 

 

Here, as one can see even though the child’s utterance is syntactically and 

phonologically incorrect the caregiver extends the extra semantic information by saying: 

‘you can’t touch it but it is far too burny’.   

 

The other categories that appeared in this conversation between quite often were the 

ready-made and ignorance of the child’s word or phrases that appeared.   Another 

example of the caregiver’s highest frequency category of responding utterances is 

shown in the table seemed that the caregiver ignored a child’s utterance. A typical 

example of ignoring the child’s word or phrase is shown below during the meal 

conversation. The child’s previous utterance is ignored by the caregiver where this 

utterance was not related to the previous utterance. This seemed to appear when the 

child started to sing while Ella and her father were actively painting and the caregiver 

did not respond to the child’s previous utterance, thereafter ignored. Example 3, 

demonstrates when the ignoring category used by the caregiver: 
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Transcriptnr:                      Name:                        Utterance:                                Category 

 

  

It seems in these three exchanging utterances that the caregiver ignores the child’s 

several times during the conversation. Sometimes when the child says a word the 

caregiver asks what it means which becomes a query used from the categories. In this 

case the child’s previous utterance is ignored even though the child repeats the same 

words. 

 

Another category shown from table 1.2 is where ready-made utterances seemed to 

appear as much as the category ignore. The ready-made category is an utterance that 

was difficult to place onto any grammatical class. Utterances like these are described by 

Trott et al (2004:18) from Lieven’s paper and which mentions Lyons (1968) definitions 

of words such as: yes, no, please, oh dear, thank you, jolly good and so on.  

 

Example 3 below, shows where the adult responds with the category ready-made to the 

child’s utterance: 

Transcriptnr:                  Name:                      Utterance:                                  Category 

73                                    E a geen horse on a big fair   

76                                    F oh yeah                    Ready-made 

  
 
This kind of utterance seemed to appear when Ella is describing a specific action at a 

specific place which in this case was: ‘riding a green horse at the fair’. The caregiver’s 

exchanged responses to her utterance were with a ready-made. 

 
 

854                                      E Peedle,paddle,peedle,paddle             

peedle padd le (singing)               Ignoring 

870                                      E peedle pa::ddle                             Ignoring 
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Categories of response                                          The caregiver’s response 
______________________________________________________________________
___ 
Extension                                                      16 
Expansion                                                       7 
Query                                                            14 
Ignore                                                             2 
Correct                                                            4 
Ready-made                                                   6 
 
 
Table 1.3 Types of caregiver’s response to the child’s utterance by the age of 3;5. 
 

Ella is now three years and five months On table 1.3, it can be seen that Ella’s father 

uses extensions, queries, expansions and ready-mades mostly of his responses to her 

utterances. The proportion of ignoring her utterance seems to be low and correcting her 

words or phrases. It also seems to be the case that Ella at this age speaks quite well and 

therefore they can both have a more flowing conversation. Ignoring her previous 

utterance seems also rarely to appear in this conversation.  

 

Example 1 shows, the highest frequency categories in this conversation seemed to be 

extension and query where examples of these two will therefore be shown below 

Transcriptnr:                       Name:           Utterance:                                  Category: 

77                                         E What is this opened? 

79                                         F Cream crackers 

81                                         F That’s another one isn’t it?          

Extension 

 

In this conversation the child and the caregiver are talking about different kinds of 

biscuits. The child asks what the biscuit with the opened package is called. The 

caregiver extends the utterance.   The third most proportion of categories used by the 

caregiver seemed to be the query.  

Furthermore, questions that the caregiver asks the child seem to appear quite often in 

this conversation. Questions such as what the child has just said as a word or phrase.   
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Example 2 below, will show query during the conversation between daughter and 

father: 

Transcriptnr:                  Name:            Utterance:                                 Category: 

507                                  E The pomba, pomba daddy? 

508                                  F What does that mean?                Query 

 

Here, the child uses a new word that the caregiver does not know about. The caregiver 

then asks the child immediately what it means, which makes the utterance a query.  

Another category that seems to appear in this conversation is extension mostly and then 

expanding less in this particular stage of Ella’s age.  Below the examples show how the 

conversation has become and Ella seems to want to extend her vocabulary and phrases 

where the caregiver helps her by extending her previous utterance with new semantic 

and expanding her syntax by using another word that she uses instead and makes a new 

phrase. 

 

Example 3 below, shows how extension and expanding was used by the caregiver 

during the conversation: 

Transcriptnr:                   Name:                    Utterance:                              Category: 

1127                                E Tea  

1151                                F you've got a lovely  

teashop for me upstairs         Extension 

1152                                E m:: yes 

1154                                E a pretend 

1155                                E tea shop 

1156                                F o:::h was it  

in your imagination              Expanding 
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In this conversation the adult and the child are talking about what the child has in her 

bedroom. The child starts by saying ‘teashop’ and then after that the caregiver extends 

the child’s previous utterance by putting some new semantic information. The child 

does not know how to put a semantic phrase and she then says: a pretend and tea shop. 

Here, the caregiver responds to the utterance with a new syntactically correct phrase 

where pretend is switched to imagination. 
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5. Discussion 
 

This discussion will now examine the implications of the results in the light of the two 

research questions described in section 1.2. The first question investigates how the 

language of the caregiver is simplified during the interactions with young children.  

As seen on the table 1, the counts of extension, expansion and correction seem to be the 

dominant in the conversation between the father and the child at one year and seven 

months old. The expansion seems to differ from the results presented in table 1.2 where 

Ella is two years and five months old. What might be happening is that in the earlier 

transcripts, extension and expansions may be dominant when the child is learning 

individual words. The high proportion of expansion and extension counts on table 1.0, 

1.2 and then 1.3, are in general where adults in the child’s early year seemed to be 

predominantly concerned with correcting the child’s grammar. In this case, the adult 

seems to introduce the grammar to the child, and therefore responds to the child’s 

utterance by saying it correctly instead.  

This may be the case since the child was hearing the caregiver’s corrected grammatical 

phrase over and over again. According to Skinner (1957) cited in Ambridge and Lieven, 

(2011) children learn words and language through  behaviorist reinforcement principles 

where the words are associated with meanings.  Adults seem to use expansion to teach 

the correct language to the child. The adult is actually teaching the correct way of 

pronunciation and importing meaning based on what the child wants to say and mean. 

Skinner’s theory stated that correct utterances are certainly reinforced when the child 

realizes the actual communicative value of phrases and words (Ambridge and Lieven 

2011). In that situation the high frequencies of the expansion category in table 1.0 might 

be the result of the fact that the child uses words that she already knows but cannot put 

them in the correct order yet. In the case of this child at the age of 1;7, it seems to be the 

case that the child’s ability of the acquisition of new lexis. According to Chomsky’s 

theory cited Crystal (1991) is that children must have an innate ability for learning 

language, which means that the human brain has an instinctive capacity of learning 

language rules. Furthermore, this leads to the child making rapid	progress in acquiring 

the language. Moreover, Crystal (1990) also mentions Chomsky’s generative theory of  
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linguistics and the child’s language acquisition device (LAD), a device that is inherited 

in every child to acquire a language. The environment makes a huge contribution in 

both theories of behaviorism and cognitivism. As for Chomsky, he argues that as long 

as the child is exposed to people that are available to speak to the child, the child’s 

biological endowments will ensure that language acquisition takes place (Crystal 1990). 

However, Skinner (1957) cited in Ambridge and Lieven (20011:8) believes that 

children only will learn by reinforcement, and that imitation comes from the 

environment. The analyses derived from the exchanges showed clearly the adults’ 

response and utterance are more useful on expanding the child’s spoken words.   

The table 1 and 1.2 showed the amount of extensive and correction was high. The 

child’s age is here 1;7 and 2;7 old. It might be that between the year of one and a half 

and two years and a half the child starts to interpret the environment more clearly and 

therefore they are interested of learning new words that they see around them. The 

imitation appears when the child utters the word or phrase incorrectly. Therefore, 

imitation may be the case that children also imitate the adult’s language by hearing how 

they pronounce individual words, and hear the syntactically corrected phrase. In table 

1.3, the proportion of corrected utterances appeared to be very low. This seems to be the 

case that the child at this time at the age of 3;5 months old utters the words and phrases 

correctly.  

The second research question addressed by this research paper was the extent to which the 

language of the caregiver varies over the three first critical years in the life of the child. The 

description demonstrates clearly the transcripts that have been analyzed for this research and it 

was clearly notable that adults correct the child’s incorrect utterances. Therefore, when an adult 

starts correcting longer phrases that the child has previously uttered the child will subsequently 

imitate the adult's corrected grammatical phrase. Older children are more likely to be able to 

spell correctly and become more aware of the importance of grammatical form and correctness 

within the conversation.  

According to Crystal (1991), as it is mentioned earlier in the essay, the sequence of 

imitation is where the child tries to find out the grammatical forms throughout trial and 

error. The child’s incorrect grammatical utterance is a way of trying out and establishing 

the correct grammatical forms. This has nothing to do with hearing the parents saying 

the wrong grammatical forms (Crystal ibid:234). It has also been claimed that language 

acquisition has to do with maturation more than imitation which means the child will 
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with time learn and develop the language skills (Crystal ibid:234). It is clear that 

caregiver’s role in teaching the language to the child seems also to explain the child’s 

progression in their language development.  

The videos of the child and the caregiver were recorded during a mealtime when 

conversation emerged. This kind of activity presented examples of scaffolding was as 

put forward in Bruner’s theory (Bruner 19xx cited in Cameron 2008:8). This is a verbal 

version that helps the child to make fine adjustments while doing an activity at the same 

time. Such activities help children to be more interested in the task and this was 

completed with the help of the adult that controlled the child’s progress (Cameron 

ibid:8). These interactions have helped the child to become more competent and 

therefore has been presented in schools as a teacher and pupil- talks (Cameron 2008:8). 

In this respect, Bruner  also presented another useful technique for language teaching 

which is called formats and routines (Cameron ibid:9). 

This methodology of watching the videos and then subsequently looking at the 

transcriptions of their utterances could have been more revealing if the child’s utterance 

also could be identified and analyzed to see how it grows with time. Because of the time 

limitation the caregiver’s utterance became the analytical focus. It was obvious to see 

how the child’s utterance became more linguistically sophisticated for every year that 

was analyzed. Vygotsky also claimed in his theory that children are able to advance a 

higher level of knowledge in a supportive interactive environment (Lee and Das Gupta 

1995:14). He referred to the fact that children have a zone of proximal development 

(ZPD) which they are able to achieve only with the help of parents or adults. This would 

be linked to this paper’s analysis that have been observed where the child’s language 

skills seem to be stimulated by the caregiver throughout regularly conversations 

between the caregiver and the child.  

This project has analysed the effect of the caregiver's utterances on the child language 

development. This should consider that one caregiver and one child have been observed 

and analyzed and that more research needs to focus on the relationship in more detail. 

Lieven’s (1978) existing categories have been adequate for the analysis carried out in 

this essay and may help other researchers to do the same and maybe even enlarge the 

categories. However, the six categories have been hugely significant for analyzing the 

caregiver’s responses to the child’s utterances that could be identified and subsequently 

discussed.  However, after carrying out my research some difficulties were brought up 
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to my attention. The categories need to be developed further and be more detailed and 

'water-tight' in their definitions. The addition of more categories beyond the original 

Lieven framework would also permit a more detailed analysis of linguistic interactions 

among young children.   
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6. Conclusion   
 
The study of caregiver language in relation to young children is a subject to explore. A 

caregiver’s language is indeed extremely helpful for developing the child’s language. 

Future research like this could be interesting in terms of analyzing the child’s utterances 

and the caregiver’s utterance in different situations and environments. The technique 

would be at a playground or playing a specific game and there after seeing how the 

child imitates and produces the language. It is the author's belief that exposing children 

to different environments can help a child to increase their language proficiency and 

range of meanings they can make. Analyses of children that travel extensively or 

experience changes in caregiving environment frequently versus children that are 

mostly at home and without any institutionalized childcare would be interesting in terms 

of analyzing their language development.  

Similar analyses to this one would be very interesting to explore one's own children by 

recording their interactions in a diary format and afterwards seeing how the language 

increases with time. Observing one’s own child would be interesting as the case would 

be a longitudinal research project and therefore more detailed things would be seen and 

noted. This would enable a more accurate record of caretaker language development to 

be obtained. 
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