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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

 

Every child’s first, significant task has been leaning to be a member of a society 

since she was born. Language is a key medium that helps children accomplish the task, 

as Ochs and Schieffelin (1984) suggested that children are socialized both through 

language and using language within a community. On the other side, language is 

acquired through social interaction; that is, children acquire all range of grammar and 

rules of a language in the real contexts.   

Acquiring language does not limit to acquire the grammar of phonology, 

morphology and syntax. Being a competent language user, children must acquire how 

to use the grammars of a language to communicate appropriately in a great variety of 

communicative situations. In other words, language acquisition includes not only 

linguistic competence but also communicate competence. Communicative 

competence refers to the totality of knowledge that enables a speaker to produce 

utterances that are structurally well formed, referentially accurate, and contextually 

appropriate and to comprehend the speech of others in both respects of the structural 

characteristics and social context (Schiefelbusch and Pickar, 1984. p. 4). 

Furthermore, as Hymes (1972) claimed that communicative competence also 

includes a speaker’s social knowledge concerning the social status, social distance and 

social conventions of how adults use language, social-cognitive knowledge plays an 
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important role in language acquisition. Children develop social-cognitive knowledge 

from the social interaction with others in various contexts in the real life. 

Social-cognitive knowledge facilitates children to interpret others’ messages, to adapt 

their messages to others and to communicate appropriately in contexts (Haslett & 

Samter, 1997). Therefore, the development of communicative competence relies on 

children’s understanding social contexts of a message, of the hearer’s needs and of the 

appropriateness of a message for hearer’s viewpoints (Dimitracopoulou, 1990). 

Dimitracopoulou (1990) further proposed some of children’s social-cognitive ability 

and knowledge relevant to the development of communicative competence, including 

the development of inferences about others, the ability to perspective-take, the 

understanding of social rules and social contexts and knowledge of certain linguistic 

conventions (p. 42).  

Communication competence mutually interacts social-cognitive competence. 

With the increase of social-cognitive ability, children’s use of language would become 

more socially appropriate. On the other side, the social-cognitive competence would 

develop gradually as children communicate with others in a wide variety of situation 

(Haslett & Samter, 1997). To sum up, being a competent speaker of a language 

requires children to acquire not only the grammar of the language but also the social 

values and conventions underlying the language.   
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1.1 Request reformulation   

Research on the development of communicative competence is widely conducted 

in respect of children’s speech act, especially request. Request occurs at very early 

stage and it is a very dominant behavior in parent-child interaction. Request is that a 

speaker uses language to have a hearer carry out an act to satisfy his/her desires or 

wants (Searle, 1976). Since request puts pressure on the hearer to do (or refrain from 

doing) the act, request is viewed as a face-threatening act (FAT) (Brown & Levinson, 

1987).  

In the parent-child relationship, children play as a receiver or taker so that their 

request appears to obtain parents’ compliance with ease. However, since a request 

imposes the burden upon hearers, it may bring the conflict between the desires of the 

requester and those of the recipient (McTear, 1985). Children doest not always 

guarantee to obtain parents’ compliance with their requests; consequently, they would 

initiate some devices to reformulate unsuccessful requests. Preverbal children resort to 

non-verbal behaviors such as crying, hitting and repetition of the gestures to 

reformulate an unsuccessful request (Marcos, 1991; Marcos and Chanu, 1992; Marcos 

and Bernicot, 1994). As they grow up, children gradually reduce the use of non-verbal 

behaviors to reformulate an unsuccessful request while they increasingly rely on 

language devices. Reformulating a request is a challenge for children since it requires 
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the speaker to react to an interlocutor’s non-compliant responses and to accommodate 

his/her use of language to the immediate contexts. In the daily interaction, children 

inevitably face the failure of obtaining the compliance with their requests, and thus 

the task of request reformulation provides children a chance to learn how to 

incorporate others’ responses into their own request reformulation and to attune their 

own language use to the contexts.  

1.2 Perspective-taking ability 

It is agreed that social-cognitive competence is a prerequisite for effective and 

appropriate communication. A great number of researchers focused their attention on 

the interaction between children’s perspective-taking ability and the development of 

communication competence. Many studies provide evidence that the ability of taking 

the perspective of others or role-taking ability is critical social cognitive ability that 

assists children to communicate effectively (Flavell et al., 1968). To maintain a 

cooperative conversation, a speaker needs to adapt what he wants to say to the 

contexts by taking the perspective of the listener (Flavell et al., 1968). In the social 

interaction with others, the perspective-taking ability helps children to interpret 

other’s expression or intentions appropriately and to incorporate others’ messages into 

their messages accordingly. In sum, perspective-taking ability promotes children to be 

good conversationalists because it enables children to interpret others’ intention, to 
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adapt his or her language to the listener’s needs and to produce socially appropriate 

conversation.  

1.3 The purpose of this study 

 Request reformulation requires the ability to detect the hearer’s feelings, attitude 

or viewpoints about an unsuccessful request and the ability to react to the hearer’s 

non-compliant responses appropriately. Perspective-taking ability is significant for 

interaction since it enables interlocutors to interpret others’ responses appropriately 

from perspectives of the other and adapt their language to the immediate contexts.  

Therefore, many studies on children’s request reformulations have conducted in terms 

of the development of perspective-taking ability, and the findings suggested that 

children’s selection of request reformulation strategies are influenced by their 

perspective-taking ability (Clark & Delia, 1976; Levin & Rubin, 1984; McTear, 1985; 

Marcos, 1991; Weiss & Sachs, 1991). These previous studies limitedly focused on 

English children’ request reformulation; however, few studies focusing on Mandarin 

Children’s request reformulation have been carried out. In addition, most previous 

studies on children’s request reformulation have been conducted by elicitation or 

empirical tasks (Clark & Delia, 1976; Levin & Rubin, 1984; Axia & Baroni, 1985; 

Bernicot & Mahrokhian, 1989). However, children’s request reformulation is rarely 

investigated from the spontaneous speech in parent-child interaction. Therefore, the 
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purpose of the present study is to explore how Mandarin Chinese children reformulate 

an unsuccessful request after receiving parents’ non-compliance in real parent-child 

interaction. In addition, to obtain a complete picture of children’s request 

reformulation, we aim to investigate the sequences of request reformulation. Finally, 

we further aim to examine how children’s request reformulation reveals their 

perspective-taking ability. The research questions of this study are as follows: 

1. How do children employ strategies of request reformulation to remedy an 

unsuccessful request? 

2. What patterns of reformulation sequences are prevalent in mother-child interaction?  

3. How does children’s request reformulation reveal their perspective-taking ability? 

1.4 Organization  

The present study investigates two Mandarin Chinese children’s request 

reformulation in mother-child interaction. In chapter 2, a review of previous studies 

on request reformulation will be presented, including: (1) children’s request, (2) 

children’s request reformulation, (3) children’s request reformulation and social 

knowledge and (4) children’s request reformulation and social-cognitive development. 

In chapter 3, the methodology adopted in this study will be presented. In chapter 4, 

the results of analysis in this study will be presented, including (1) children’s use of 

request reformulation, (2) sequences of request reformulation. In chapter 5, discussion 
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of the results will be shown, including (1) the development of perspective-taking 

ability, (2) request reformulation and the development of the concept of politeness and 

(3) maternal responses and children’s socialization. Finally, a summary and 

limitations will be given in chapter 6.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


