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Chapter 3 
Methodology 

 

3.1 Subjects and data  

Subjects in this present study are two Mandarins-speaking boys. According to the 

development of perspective-taking ability (Selman & Byrne, 1974), we select two 

subjects who are at the different level of perspective-taking ability. One is H1 who is 

3 years and 6 months old and the other is J who is at the age of 6. Both families live in 

Taipei city, Taiwan. H is the only child in the family and J is a second-born child and 

has an older brother. Mandarin Chinese is the two children’s mother tongue and it is 

the major language used in the interaction; Southern Min and English are sometimes 

spoken.  

The data examined in the present study are adopted from Professor Chiung-chih 

Huang’s database2. The total length of conversations collected is 9.5hours. The length 

of H’s data is 5 hours; that of J’s data is 4.5 hours. The interactions were video and 

audio-tape recorded and were transcribed in the CHAT (Codes for the Human 

Analysis of Transcriptions) format. The data collected are natural conversation 

between the children and their mothers. During the observation, they engaged in 

various activities, including playing cards, reading, having dinner, watching TV, 

folding colored papers and doing homework.  

                                                 
1 H and J are subject codes 
2 I owe my gratitude to Prof. Chiung-chih Huang’s generosity and full support. 
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3.2 Analytical framework 

In the present study, the definition of an unsuccessful request is that the request 

receiver gives noncompliant responses to reply to request, including simple refusal, 

such as buyao, buxing ‘no’, clarification request, reasons for rejection, query of the 

request, ignorance and delayed tactic such as dengyixia ‘wait a minute’. Request 

reformulation refers to devices that aim to compensate for a failed request and to 

accomplish the goal of the request (Marcos & Bernicot, 1994). Furthermore, parents’ 

non-compliant responses may initiate more than one reformulation and thus, based on 

definition of previous studies (Garvey, 1984; McTear, 1985; Beronicot & Mahrokhain, 

1989), all reformulations for a same request are analyzed. 

A request reformulation sequence consists of an original request, the hearer’s 

negative responses, and request reformulations. The unsuccessful request and 

interlocutors’ responses would influence how children reformulate the request. In the 

present study, request types of an original request and strategies of request 

reformulation are both investigated. Request types of an original request will be first 

presented in section 3.2.1. Strategies of request reformulation will be shown in section 

3.2.2. Finally, the coding scheme will be displayed in section 3.2.3.  
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3.2.1 Request types of original request  

In this present study, request types are classified mainly on the basis of Gordon 

and Ervin-Tripp’s (1984) and Blum-Kulka’s (1989) categorization of request types. 

Request was classified into four types and they are displayed according to Leech’s 

(1983) scale of absolute politeness3 from the most direct request to the least direct 

one as follows. 

1. Imperative: 

An imperative explicitly marks the illocutionary force of a request and the 

request force of an imperative is transparent. Moreover, another type of imperatives is 

imperative ellipsis, that is, only name referring to the desired object is expressed 

without a verb. 

2. Want statement: 

The utterance is used to express a speaker’s intention, desires, and needs. This 

type is usually expressed through the linguistic forms woxiang ‘I want’, woyao ‘I 

need/want’.  

3. Permission request:  

Permission request serves to seek the hearer’s consent to her desire or to gain the 

hearer’s permission to do the requested action himself. Interrogative with ke-bu-keyi 
                                                 
3 Leech’s (1983) scale of absolute politeness specifies that the degree of politeness is inherently 
associated with the locutions of a speech act. As for request, it indicates that a more direct request is 
less polite since it gives the hearer less options to reject. On the other side, an indirect request form 
gives more options to comply or to reject and thus it shows more politeness to the hearer. 



 32

‘may I’ is the typical form of permission request. 

4. Hint:  

 The utterances make no reference to the request or only contain partial reference 

to the requested object or action. The proposition of the utterance is not explicitly 

relevant to the proposition to which the illocutionary act refers. Thus, the illocutionary 

force of request is inferred by the hearer.  

3.2.2 Strategies of request reformulation  

 The strategies of request reformulation in this study are classified primarily on the 

basis of Levin and Rubin’s study (1984). In addition, some classification and 

definition of reformulation strategies are slightly modified according to Labov and 

Fanshel’s (1977), Axia and Baroni’s (1985) and Weiss and Sachs’s (1991) 

categorization. 

 In our study, to obtain a more complete picture of reformulation sequences, an 

original request serves as the baseline to determine strategies of reformulation. 

Strategies of request reformulation in this present study are shown as below.  

1. Aggravation 

Aggravation means that children intensify the force of request to reformulate a 

failed request. Children may adopt a less indirect request type than the original one to 

make a re-request. In addition, children may rephrase the proposition of the failed 
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request in a more aggravated way. Lexically, sentence final particles (la and a 

expressed in raising intonation or screaming) and aggravated lexical items (kuaidain 

‘hurry up’) are used to escalate the force of the original request. Moreover, repetition 

is a device of aggravation since repetition of an original request has the function to 

intensify the force of request (Blum-Kulka, 1989). Finally, children would resort to 

other speech acts, such as threatening, and nonverbal actions (hitting and crying) to 

aggravate the force of the request.  

2. Mitigation 

Mitigation means that children decrease the imposition and costs of request to 

make up for an unsuccessful request. Substituting a more indirect request type for an 

original request and using syntactical and/or lexical devices are main devices of 

mitigation. Syntactically, tag questions (hao-bu-hao, keyi ma, ke-bu-keyi ‘may I’) are 

adopted to soften the original request. Lexically, hedges serve to reduce the cost of 

request and they include lexical mitigators (yixia, yidain, yixie ‘a little’), politeness 

formulaic expressions (baituo, qin ‘please’) and sentence final particles (ma). 

3.  Explanation 

Explanation refers to reasons or justification that children provide to create the 

ground and supports for an original request. Explanation is divided into 

speaker-oriented explanation and non-speaker-oriented explanation. Speaker-oriented 
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explanation refers to reasons which mainly demonstrate the speaker’s own needs or 

desires. Non-speaker-oriented explanation refers to reasons in which the speaker 

would provide hearer-oriented reasons or resort to social norms to rationalize a failed 

request. 

4. Bargain 

Bargain aims to achieve reciprocal favors and desires. Offering benefits and 

giving compromises are main devices of bargain. The content of an original request is 

semantically modified. Thus, children may compromise with the hearer on the request 

itself or the conditions that the hearer proposed. Via compromise, the child and the 

hearer give up parts of their desires in order to accomplish parts of them. In addition, 

during the process of compromising on the original request, children would provide 

alternative requested items and thus the original request would be fulfilled in another 

way. 

5. Clarification 

Clarification is mainly used to reply to the hearer’s clarification request, such as 

what, huh. The linguistic forms of clarification include partial or exact repetition, 

paraphrase and addition.   
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3.2.3 Coding system & Reliability  

The coding system is conducted according to CLAN (Child Language Analysis) 

program. Children’s utterances are identified as original request or request 

reformulation. Request reformulation is classified into five strategies: aggravation, 

mitigation, explanation, bargain and clarification. The analysis framework is shown 

in Figure 1 as below.  

                               Aggravation  

     Request reformulation     Mitigation 

                            Explanation                                  

Bargain  

Clarification 

Figure 1 The analysis framework of request reformulation 

As for reliability in the present study, one-sixth of our data are coded by two 

coders. Cohen-Kappa is used to calculate the reliability of the data.The inner-coder 

reliability reaches 0.95.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


