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Chapter 5 
Discussion 

 

Chapter 4 showed that children’s selection of reformulation strategies would 

reveal their perspective-taking ability. In section 5.1, we would further discuss the 

developments of perspective-taking ability in terms of the use of reformulation 

strategies. In addition to the development of perspective-taking ability, the 

interrelation of reformulation strategies and the development of the concept of 

politeness are discussed in section 5.2. Finally, the finding in section 4.2 indicated that 

mothers’ negative responses would influence children’s adoption of reformulation 

strategies, and we therefore aim to discuss the implication of the maternal responses 

and children’s socialization in section 5.3  

5.1 The development of perspective-taking ability. 

The quantitative results indicated that aggravation is the main device of both 

children. Clark and Delia (1976) pointed out that aggravation showed that children 

would assume that the hearer can understand their needs; that is to say, children 

assume that others share the same points of view with them, and thus they are not 

aware that the hearer has the different perspectives. In our study, aggravation 

facilitates both children to express their intent. However, the use of aggravation 

indicated that the force of the original request is strengthened and thus the hearers are 

put more costs and burden. The phenomenon revealed that both children made efforts 
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to stress their desires but made less efforts to tailor their own reformulation according 

to their mothers’ negative responses . Therefore, we suggested that both children may 

focus on their needs from thier viewpoints and they may have less awareness that 

others may have different viewpoints on thier request. In terms of the development of 

perspective-taking ability (Selman & Byrne, 1974), the use of aggravation may show 

that children have the feature of ‘egocentric role taking’ level; that is, children at this 

level are not able to differentiate others’ perspectives from theirs.  

 In addition to aggravtion, both children tended to provide explanation for their 

request, especially speaker-orientd explanation. It implies that they tend to use their 

needs and desires to solve their mothers’ quires and to account for their request. Clark 

and Delia (1976) claimed that demonstrating needs for request indicated that children 

view their needs from their own perspectives and they make efforts to highlight their 

wishes. Thus, our results suggest that both children may be capable of realizing that 

their mothers may take different perspectives on the request but they are still viewed 

their needs from their viewpoints. According to Selman and Byrne (1974), the use of 

speaker-oriented explanation suggests that both children have the feature of 

‘subjective role taking’ level; that is, children may be able to realize that others would 

have different feelings and attitude, but they are still unable to judge their own actions 

from others’ perspective. 
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Concerning non-speaker-oriented explanation, it is less frequently used by both 

children. However, to deal their mothers’ counterarguments, the older child offered 

more non-speaker-oriented explanations than the younger child. The offer of 

non-speaker-oriented explanation may suggest that the older child has more ability to 

infer the hearer’s reasons for non-compliance. Thus, it appeared that he attempted to 

resort to social norms or hearer-oriented arguments to highlight the necessity and/or 

obligation of doing the request. The findings imply that 6-year-old J is more able to 

view his request and react to his mother’s negative responses from his mother’s 

perspectives. Our findings support Clark and Delia’s (1976) claim that dealing with 

the counterarguments revealed that children are able to understand the hearer’s 

viewpoint well enough to detect the reasons for rejection and they can solve the 

obstacles from the hearer’s viewpoint. Children increased the non-speaker-oriented 

explanation with age, which mirrored the developmental change that children did not 

focus only on their interests. In addition, the findings showed that they may grow 

ability to view the request and make reformulations outside from their own 

perspective and to take the hearer’s views into account.    

Finally, the results showed that 6-year-old J used more bargain than 3-year-old H. 

By applying bargain, J endeavored to create the mutually beneficial relation between 

him and his mother, which suggests that J has ability not only to consider his request 



 78

from both his mother’s and his own perspectives but also to take her benefits into 

consideration in the process of reformulation. Our results support Clark and Delia’s 

(1976) claim that supplying advantage to the hearer reflects the higher 

perspective-taking ability, that is, the ability to be aware of the other’s interests and 

wishes and to adapt to the other’s advantages. 

In sum, our results revealed that different strategies mirrored children’s different 

ability to take the other’s perspectives. 3-year-old H tended to use aggravation and 

speaker-oriented explanation to respond to his mother’s negative responses. The 

reliance reflected his less mature perspective-taking ability; that is, he can realize that 

the hearer would have different perspectives but he is less able to view his own needs 

outside from his own viewpoints. Therefore, he tended to stress his own needs and 

likes to make reformulations. According to Selman and Byrne (1974), 3-year-old H’s 

has features of both ‘egocentric role taking’ level and ‘subjective role taking’ level. 

The finding may suggest that he gradually develops from ‘egocentric role taking’ 

level to ‘subjective role taking’ level in terms of the development of 

perspective-taking ability. In other words, he develops the ability to differentiate his 

viewpoints from others’ and thus he has increasing awareness that others would have 

different viewpoints on his request.  

On the other hand, 6-year-old J also tended to use aggravation and 
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speaker-oriented explanations; however, compared with H, he decreased the reliance 

on aggravation and increased the use of bargain and non-speaker-oriented explanation. 

The results imply that he has better ability to view his own request and to deal the 

hearer’s counterarguments from the hearer’s viewpoints. Furthermore, the use of 

bargain aims to achieve reciprocal benefits, which shows that he is even able to adjust 

his reformulation strategies. According to Selman and Byrne (1974), he may develop 

from ‘subjective role taking’ level to ‘self-reflective role taking’ level; that is to say, 

he develops the ability to judge his own request from the hearer’s viewpoints and to 

be aware of the hearer’s interests and wishes. 

 The development of perspective-taking ability is continuum. The two children 

may simultaneously have features of different levels of perspective-taking ability, 

which may suggest that they gradually develop the higher level of perspective-taking 

ability. The two children’s preference to reformulation strategies indicated that their 

developmental change in perspective-taking ability; that is to say, as they become 

older, children would put themselves in others’ place and view their request through 

others’ eyes.  

5.2 Request reformulation and the development of the concept of politeness   

Qualitative analysis in chapter 4 revealed that each reformulation strategy 

intrinsically involves the concept of costs and benefits in terms of politeness 
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principles proposed by Leech (1983). In terms of tact maxim, that is, minimizing costs 

to others and maximizing benefit to others, the two children’s reliance on aggravation 

did not conform to it. Thus, the finding may imply that both children do not build the 

well-formed concept of tact maxim. Additionally, the use of mitigation and 

non-speaker-oriented explanation could serve to decrease the cost to the hearer. Our 

findings show that children increased the use of mitigation, non-speaker-oriented 

explanation and decreased the reliance on aggravation with age. Therefore, we 

suggest that as children grow older, they would have better command of tact maxim. 

In addition to tact maxim, generosity maxim, that is, minimizing benefit to self and 

maximizing costs to self, also relates to request. Regarding to reformulation strategy, 

the use of bargain may reflect whether children have built the concept of generosity 

maxim and/or could make good use of it because the main means of applying bargain 

is offering benefits and giving compromise. In other words, applying bargain may 

reveal that children’s attempt to maximize the hearer’s benefits. Our results indicated 

that the older child used bargain more frequently than the younger child. He even 

sacrificed his own benefits to escalate his mother’s advantages (See Example (7) on 

pp. 52), which suggests that he may even be able to maximize costs to himself. In sum, 

according to the maxims of politeness (Leech, 1987), the findings imply that children 

would become increasingly aware of their mothers’ costs as they get older, and thus 
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they would attempt to reduce the costs of their mothers and/or to increase the benefits 

to them. Our findings support the argument that children increase the ability to pay 

attention to the hearer’s cost with age and thus they are more able to increase 

politeness of request when making reformulation as they grow older (Axia & Baroni, 

1985). 

Moreover, from the perspective of face-saving theory (Brown and Levinson, 

1987), the use of reformulation strategies also reflects children’s efforts to maintain 

their mothers’ face in the process of request reformulation. Intrinsically, request is a 

face threatening act and thus it would threaten the hearer’s negative face because the 

hearer is imposed some pressure to do the request. In the process of reformulation, 

mitigation could minimize the imposition of an original request and it could decrease 

offense against the hearer. In our study, the older child more frequently used 

mitigation than the younger child. The phenomenon suggests that the older child has a 

better command of mitigation to maintain his mother’s negative face.  

On the other side, the hearer’s positive face, that is, the desires of being approved 

and appreciated by other, should also be maintained. Brown and Levinson (1987) 

proposed that when making a request, asserting the reciprocity, offer and fulfillment 

of the hearer’s wants are the means of saving the hearer’s positive face. With the 

regard to strategies of request reformulation, bargain is the device to maintain the 
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hearer’s positive face because, by employing bargain, children could fulfill some of 

their mothers’ want in the process of making request reformulation. Our results 

indicated that the older child used more bargains, which revealed that he may have 

better ability to satisfy his mother’s want in order to redress her positive face.   

According to our findings, we suggest that the children’s use of reformulation 

may be indicator of the development of the concept of politeness. The use of request 

reformulation shows that as children grow older, they increase not only the awareness 

of politeness but also the ability to make use of the concept of politeness in the 

communication.  

5.3 Maternal responses and children’s socialization  

 The results of reformulation sequences in section 4.2 showed that mothers’ 

negative responses not only signaled the causes of failure to obtain compliance and 

but also influenced the children’s use of reformulation strategies. Furthermore, the 

mothers’ responses may play a role in children’s socialization. 6-year-old J’s mother 

tended to use queries and reasons for rejections, which guided him to provide reasons 

and persuasive arguments. The elicitation could prompt him to make a more socially 

appropriate request, i.e. providing supportive pre-request or explanations to mitigate 

the force of request. Therefore, J’s mother’s responses facilitate J to use language 

appropriately. On the other hand, 3-year-old H’s mother preferred to use directives, 
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such as forbiddance, to reject him. The explicitly directives may serve to teach him 

that the act of making request is inappropriate in the contexts. That is to say, the 

directives function to regulate H’s behaviors to be more socially appropriate. In sum, 

J’s mother’s responses would promote him to use language socially, while H’s 

mother’s responses help him to be socialized in terms of his behaviors. As Ochs and 

Schiffelin (1984) claimed that children are socialized through language and to use 

language in the society, we suggest that both mothers’ non-compliance responses play 

a significant role in prompting the children’s socialization.  

In sum, children’s request reformulation could reflect their development of 

perspective-taking ability. With the mature ability to take the hearer’s perspectives, 

children are able to take their viewpoints and benefits into account. Therefore, as they 

get older, they increase reliance on non-speaker-oriented explanations, bargain and 

mitigation to achieve the mutually beneficial relation between them and the 

interlocutors. Furthermore, concerning the development of the concept of politeness, 

children’s application of reformulation strategies showed that with increase of age, 

they increase the ability to minimize costs and imposition put upon their mothers. In 

addition, children appear to have a better command of using the reformulation 

strategies to maintain their mothers’ face. Finally, mothers’ negative responses may 

function to facilitate children to be socialized in respect of their use of language and 
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behaviors. J’s mother’s responses functioned to prompt him to make socially 

appropriate request, while H’s mother’s responses mainly get control over his 

behaviors to conform the construction of social norms. The results suggest that 

children’s reformulation strategies not only shed light on the development of 

perspective-taking ability and the concept of politeness but also cast some insight on 

the maternal responses’ role in children’s socialization. 

  

 

 


