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1. Introduction

It is well-known that Mandarin permits omitted arguments. In Mandarin, overt
reference forms can be omitted provided that the referent can be understood from the
context (Huang, 1994, 2000; Li & Thompson, 1981, Wang et al., 1992). In other
words, Mandarin speakers’ referential choices may be discourse-motivated. Previous
studies have indicated that adult speakers show sensitivity to discourse-pragmatic
factors presumed to underlie the differential use of referring expressions in discourse
(Chafe, 1994; Du Bois, 1985, 1987; Givon, 1983; Gundel, Hedberg & Zacharski,
1993; Kumpf, 1992).

In language acquisition research, grammar and discourse are frequently treated
as separate domains that do not interact in any significant way. Given the success of
the discourse-pragmatic approach in explaining the distribution of referring
expressions in adult language, recently a few studies have investigated the child’s
referential choice from this use-oriented perspective. It has been reported that the
child’s referential choice can also be explained by pragmatic principles (Allen, 2000;
Clancy, 1993; 1997; Guerriero, Oshima-Takane & Kuriyama, 2006; Narasimhan,
Budwig & Murty, 2005; Serratrice, 2005).

If Mandarin permits omitted reference forms, an interesting question would be
why Mandarin-speaking children sometimes do supply overt reference when the
referent is understood. It is commonly argued that reference forms for referring to the
speaker and the addressee are most readily omitted because they are easily retrievable
from the physical interactional context (Oh, 2007). Given the availability of discourse
context to disambiguate implicit reference to the addressee, the purpose of this study
is to investigate what might provide the impetus for Mandarin-speaking children to

attempt overt reference to the addressee.



2. Methods
2.1. Participants and Data

The participants of this study were two Mandarin-speaking two-year-old girls
and their mothers, who lived in the northern part of Taiwan. One of the children had a
younger sister and the other was the only child. Both children’s parents had received
post-graduate education. The data used in this study consisted of eight hours of
natural mother-child conversation video-taped at the children’s homes, with four
hours of data with each child.
2.2. Coding Scheme

Every child utterance with other-reference was identified for analysis. All
other-reference forms were coded for the reference forms and the pragmatic functions:
1. Reference forms

The various forms used by the children for other-reference were identified and

coded.

(1) Null form

(2) Pronominal form: e.g., ni ‘you’

(3) Nominal form: e.g., proper names and kinship terms
2. Pragmatic functions

Following Imbens-Baily and Pan (1998), the classification of pragmatic functions

was based on the Inventory of Communicative Acts—Abridged (INCA-A) (Ninio, et
al., 1994).

(1) Directives and responses: €.g., request/propose/suggest action for hearer, or
for hearer and speaker; agree/refuse to carry out act requested or proposed by
other

(2) Speech elicitations and responses: e.g., elicit imitation of word or sentence by

modeling or by explicit command; repeat/imitate other’s utterance
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(3) Commitments and responses: e.g., State intent to carry out act; ask for
permission to carry out act; permit hearer to perform act

(4) Declarations and responses: e.g., create a new state of affairs by declaration;
agree to/disagree with a declaration

(5) Markings and responses: e.g., mark occurrence of event (i.e, thank, greet,
apologize, congratulate, mark ending of an action, etc.); express positive
emotion

(6) Statements and responses: e.g., state or make a declarative statement; agree
with proposition expressed by previous speaker

(7) Questions and responses: e.g., ask a wh-question; answer a wh-question by a
statement

(8) Performances: e.g., perform verbal move in game; read or recite written text
aloud

(9) Evaluations: e.g., praise for nonverbal behavior; express enthusiasm for
hearer’s performance; criticize or point out error in nonverbal act

(10) Demands for clarification: e.g., request to repeat utterance

(11) Text editing: e.g., correct, provide correct verbal form in place of erroneous
one

(12) \ocalizations: e.g., unintelligible vocalizations

3. Results and Discussion

The analysis of frequency showed that both children used other-references much
less frequently than self-references. The finding was consistent with the results
reported in previous studies which suggested that children mastered self-reference
earlier than other-reference (Inbens-Bailey & Pan, 1998; Xu & Min, 1992).

In addition, the analysis of reference forms revealed that null forms were used



significantly more frequently for self-reference than for other-reference. In contrast,
overt forms were used significantly more frequently for other-reference than for
self-reference. While it has been suggested that reference forms for referring to the
speaker and the addressee are most readily omitted because they are easily retrievable
from the physical interactional context, the results of this study indicated that the
children appeared to resort to different referential strategies for self-reference and for
other-reference.

Further analysis was conducted to focus on the reference forms used for
other-reference in the children’s speech. The results showed that when the children
explicitly referred to the addressee, the overt forms they used were mainly the
pronominal ni ‘you’ and the nominal mama ‘mommy’. In addition, it was found that
when null forms were used for other-reference, they were used predominantly in the
subject position. In other words, reference form omissions for other-reference were
observed mainly in the subject position. It appeared that the children were sensitive to
the different informative states between the subject position and the object position.
Since there is a tendency for new information to occur towards the end of an utterance
and for given information to occur towards the beginning (Hickmann & Hendriks,
1999), the children may leave unexpressed other-references in the subject position
when the referents were presupposed.

In addition, further analysis was conducted to examine whether the children’s
overt reference to the addressee was related to particular communicative intents. That
is, we attempted to investigate whether the expression of particular communicative
intents elicited the overt reference to the addressee in the children’s speech. The
analysis revealed that both children employed explicit other-reference primary in the
context of directives: they tended to use overt forms when asking the mothers to carry

out some actions. Thus, the communicative intent of directives appeared to be a
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particularly fertile context for the children’s explicit representation of the addressee.
In addition to directives, the children also used some overt forms in other contexts
such as asking questions or answering questions.

The results of the present study suggested that the children’s other-reference was
driven at least in part by pragmatic factors. Doing overt other-reference was thus a

means by which the children can accomplish more than simple reference.
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