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society may adapt situations to meet the needs of a very
small infant, but as the infant matures, the expectation
may shift to one in which the child should adapt to situa-
tions. Indeed, we could predict such a pattern for most, if
not all, societies. The distinction between societies would
be in terms of when this shift takes place and in terms of
the intensity of the orientation at any point in developmen-
tal time.

Having stuck our necks out this far, we will go a little
further and propose that these two orientations will have
systematic reflexes in the organization of communication
between caregivers and young children across societies: We
predict, for example, that a society that adapts or fits situa-
tions to the needs (perceived needs) of young children will
use a register to children that includes a number of simplify-
ing features, for example, shorter utterances, with arestricted
lexicon, that refer to here-and-now. Such an orientation is
also compatible with a tendency for caregivers to assist the
child’s expression of intentions through expansions, clari-
fication requests, cooperative proposition building and the
like. These often involve the caregiver’s taking the perspec-
tive of a small child and correlate highly with allowing a
small child to initiate new topics (evidencing child-centered
orientation).

On the other hand, societies in which children are
expected to meet the needs of the situation at hand will
communicate differently with infants and small children.
In these societies, children usually participate in multi-
party situations. Caregivers will socialize children through
language to notice others and perform appropriate (not
necessarily polite) speech acts toward others. This social-
ization will often take the form of modeling, where the
caregiver says what the child should say and directs the
child to repeat, Typically, the child is directed to say some-
thing to someone other than the caregiver who has mod-
eled the original utterance. From the Kaluli and Samoan
cases, we would predict that the utterances to be repeated
would cover a wide range of speech acts (teasing, insult-
ing, greeting, information requesting, begging, report-
ing of news, shaming, accusations, and the like). In these

Table 9.1 Two Orientations Toward Children and Their
Corresponding Caregiver Speech Patterns

Adapt Situation to Child Adapt Child to Situation

Modeling of (unsimplified)
utterances for child to repeat to
third party (wide range of speech
act, not simplified)

Child directed to notice others

Simplified register features baby-
talk lexicon

Negotiation of meaning via
expansion and paraphrase

Cooperative proposition building
between caregiver and child

Utterances that respond to child-
initiated verbal or nonverbal act

Topics arise from range of situational
circumstances to which caregiver
wishes child to respond

Typical communicative situation:
multiparty

Typical communicative situation:
two-party

interactions, as in other communicative contexts with
children, the caregivers do not simplify their speech but
rather shape their speech to meet situational contingen-
cies (Table 9.1).

A MobpEL OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION
THROUGH SoCIALIZATION (THE
ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH)

Cultural Organization of Intentionality

Like many scholars of child language, we believe that the
acquisition of language is keyed to accomplishing particu-
lar goals (Bates et al. 1979; Greenfield & Smith 1976; Hal-
liday 1975; Lock 1978; Shotter 1978; Vygotsky 1962). As
Bates and her colleagues (1979) as well as Carter (1978)
and Lock (1981) have pointed out, small children perform
communicative acts such as drawing attention to an object
and requesting and offering before conventional mor-
phemes are produced. They have acquired knowledge of
particular social acts before they have acquired language in
even the most rudimentary form. When language emerges,
it is put to use in these and other social contexts. As Bates
and her colleagues suggest, the use of language here is
analogous to other behaviors of the child at this point of
development; the child is using a new means to achieve
old goals.

Although not taking a stand as to whether or not lan-
guage is like other behaviors, we support the notion that lan-
guage is acquired in a social world and that many aspects of
the social world have been absorbed by the child by the time
language emerges. This is not to say that functional consid-
erations determine grammatical structure but rather that
ends motivate means and provide an orienting principle for
producing and understanding language over developmen-
tal time, Norman (1975), as well as Hood, McDermott, and
Cole (1978), suggests that purpose/function is a mnemonic
device for learning generally.

Much of the literature on early development has care-
fully documented the childs capacity to react and act
intentionally (Harding & Golinkoff 1979). The nature and
organization of communicative interaction is seen as inte-
grally bound to this capacity. Our contribution to this litera-
ture is to spell out the social and cultural systems in which
intentions participate. The capacity to express intentions is
human but which intentions can be expressed by whom,
when, and how is subject to local expectations concerning
the social behavior of members. With respect to the acquisi-
tion of competence in language use, this means that societies
may very well differ in their expectations of what children
can and should communicate (Hymes 1967). They may also
differ in their expectations concerning the capacity of young
children to understand intentions (or particular intentions).
With respect to the particular relationship between a child
and his or her caregivers, these generalizations can be rep-
resented as follows:




sOCIAL EXPECTATIONS AND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION
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Let us consider examples that illustrate these state-
ments. As noted in the Samoan development story, Samo-
ans have a commonly shared expectation that a child’s first
word will be tae (shit) and that its communicative inten-
tion will be to curse and confront (corresponding to the adult
[word] for "ai tae (eat shit). Whereas a range of early conso-
nant-vowel combinations of the child are treated as express-
ing tae and communicative, other phonetic strings are not
treated as language. The Kaluli consider that the child has
begun to use language when he or she says “mother” and
“breast” Like the Samoans, the Kaluli do not treat other
words produced before these two words appear as part of
“language,” that is, as having a purpose.

Another example of how social expectations influ-
ence language acquisition comes from the recent work by
Platt (1980) on Samoan children’s acquisition of the deictic
verbs “come,” “go,” “give,” “take.” The use of these verbs over
developmental time is constrained by social norms con-
cerning the movement of persons and objects. As noted in
the Samoan story, higher ranking persons are expected to
be relatively inactive in the company of lower ranking (e.g.,
younger) persons. As a consequence, younger children who
are directed to “come” and who evidence comprehension of
this act, tend not to perform the same act themselves, Chil-
dren are socially constrained not to direct the more mature
persons around them to move in their direction. On the
other hand, small children are encouraged to demand and
give out goods (particularly food). At the same developmen-
tal point at which the children are not using “come,” they are
using “give” quite frequently. This case is interesting because
it indicates that a semantically more complex form (“give” -
movement of object and person toward deictic center) may
appear in the speech of a child earlier than a less complex
form (“come” - movement of person toward deictic cen-
ter) because of the social norms surrounding its use (Platt
1980).

Although these examples have focused on children’s
speech, we also consider caregiver speech to be constrained
by local expectations and the values and beliefs that underlie
them. The reader is invited to draw on the body of this chap-
ter for examples of these relationships, for example, the rela-
tion between caregivers who adapt to young children and

CHAPTER 9 Language Acquisition and Socialization: Three Developmental Stories and Their Implications 87

use of a simplified register. Indeed, the major focus of our
developmental stories has been to indicate precisely the role
of sociocultural processes in constructing communication
between caregiver and child.

Sociocultural Knowledge and Code Knowledge

In this section we will build on our argument that children’s
language is constructed in socially appropriate and cultur-
ally meaningful ways. Our point will be that the process of
acquiring language must be understood as the process of
integrating code knowledge with sociocultural knowledge.

Sociocultural knowledge is generative in much the same
way that knowledge about grammar is generative. Just as
children are able to produce and understand utterances that
they have never heard before, so they are able to participate
in social situations that don't exactly match their previous
experiences. In the case of social situations in which lan-
guage is used, children are able to apply both grammatical
and sociocultural principles in producing and comprehend-
ing novel behavior. Both sets of principles can be acquired
out of conscious awareness.

Sociocultural - code
knowledge <« knowledge

Developmental time

In the case of infants and young children acquiring
their first language(s), sociocultural knowledge is acquired
hand-in-hand with the knowledge of code properties of a
language. Acquisition of a foreign or second language by
older children and adults may not necessarily follow this
model. In classroom foreign-language learning, for exam-
ple, a knowledge of code properties typically precedes
knowledge of the cultural norms of code use. Even where
the second language is acquired in the context of living in a
foreign culture, the cultural knowledge necessary for appro-
priate social interaction may lag behind or never develop, as
illustrated by Gumperz (1977) for Indian speakers in Great
Britain.

Another point to be mentioned at this time is that the
sociocultural principles being acquired are not necessarily
shared by all native speakers of a language. As noted in the
introduction, there are variations in knowledge between
individuals and between groups of individuals. In certain
cases, for example, children who are members of a nondom-
inant group, growing up may necessitate acquiring different
cultural frameworks for participating in situations. Ameri-
can Indian and Australian Aboriginal children find them-
selves participating in interactions in which the language
is familiar but the interactional procedures and participant
structures differ from earlier experiences (Philips 1983).
These cases of growing up monolingually but biculturally
are similar to the circumstances of second-language learn-
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ers who enter a cultural milieu that differs from that of first
socialization experiences.

On the Unevenness of Language Development

The picture we have built up suggests that there is quite a
complex system of norms and expectations that the young
language acquirer must attend to, and does attend to, in the
process of growing up to be a competent speaker-hearer. We
have talked about this system as affecting structure and con-
tent of children’s utterances at different points in develop-
mental time. One product of all this is that children come to
use and hear particular structures in certain contexts but not
in others. In other words, children acquire forms in a subset
of contexts that has been given “priority” by members.

Priority contexts are those in which children are encour-
aged to participate. For example, Kaluli and Samoan chil-
dren use affect pronouns, for example, “poor-me,” initially
in begging, an activity they are encouraged to engage in. The
use of affect pronouns in other speech acts is a later develop-
ment. Similarly, many white middle-class children use their
first nominal forms in the act of labeling, an activity much
encouraged by caregivers in this social group. Labeling is
not an activity in which Kaluli and Samoan caregivers and
children engage in. Each social group will have its prefer-
ences, and these, in turn, will guide the child’s acquisition
of language.

On Lack of Match Between Child
and Caregiver Speech

Those who pursue the argument concerning how children
acquire language often turn to correlational comparisons
between children’s and caregivers’ speech strategies. Lack of
match is taken as support for some input-independent strat-
egy of the child and as evidence that some natural process is
at work. We suggest that this line of reasoning has flaws.

If the reader has accepted the argument that societies
have ideas about how children can and should participate in
social situations and that these ideas differ in many respects
from those concerning how more mature persons can and
should behave, then the reader might further accept the
conclusion that children may speak and act differently from
others because they have learned to do so. Why should we
equate input exclusively with imitation, that is, with a match
in behavior? Of course there are commonalities between
child and adult behavior, but that does not imply that dif-
ference is not learned. In examining the speech of young
children, we should not necessarily expect their speech and
the functions to which it is put to match exactly those of
caregivers. Children are neither expected nor encouraged to
do many of the things that older persons do, and, conversely,
older persons are neither expected nor encouraged to do
many of the things that small children do. Indeed, unless
they are framed as “play, attempts to cross these social
boundaries meet with laughter, ridicule, or other forms of
negative sanctioning,

A Note on the Role of Biology

Lest the reader think we advocate a model in which lan-
guage and cognition are the exclusive product of culture, we
note here that sociocultural systems are to be considered as
one force influencing language acquisition. Biological pre-
dispositions, of course, have a hand in this process as well.
The model we have presented should be considered as a sub-
set of a more general acquisition model that includes both
influences.

Social Language
expectations over
Influence developmental
Biological time
predispositions
CONCLUSIONS

This is a chapter with a number of points but one message:
That the process of acquiring language and the process of
acquiring sociocultural knowledge are intimately tied. In
pursuing this generalization, we have formulated the fol-
lowing proposals:

1. The specific features of caregiver speech behav-
ior that have been described as simplified reg-
ister are neither universal nor necessary for
language to be acquired. White middle-class
children, Kaluli children, and Samoan children
all become speakers of their languages within
the normal range of development and yet their
caregivers use language quite differently in their
presence,

2. Caregivers speech behavior expresses and
reflects values and beliefs held by members of a
social group. In this sense, caregivers’ speech is
part of a larger set of behaviors that are cultur-
ally organized.

3. The use of simplified registers by caregivers in
certain societies may be part of a more general
orientation in which situations are adapted to
young children’s perceived needs. In other soci-
eties, the orientation may be the reverse, that is,
children at a very early age are expected to adapt
to requirements of situations. In such societies,
caregivers direct children to notice and respond
to [others’] actions. They tend not to simplify
their speech and frequently model appropriate
utterances for the child to repeat to a third party
in a situation.

4. Not only caregivers’ but childrens language as
well is influenced by social expectations. Chil-
dren’s strategies for encoding and decoding
information, for negotiating meaning, and for
handling errors are socially organized in terms
of who does the work, when, and how. Further,
every society orchestrates the ways in which




children participate in particular situations,
and this, in turn, affects the form, the function,
and the content of children’s utterances. Certain
features of the grammar may be acquired quite
early, in part because their use is encouraged
and given high priority. In this sense, the pro-
cess of language acquisition is part of the larger
process of socialization, that is, acquiring social
competence.,

Although biological factors play a role in language
acquisition, sociocultural factors have a hand in this pro-
cess as well. It is not a trivial fact that small children develop
in the context of organized societies. Cultural conditions
for communication organize even the earliest interactions
between infants and others. Through participation as audi-
ence, addressee, and/or “speaker;’ the infant develops a
range of skills, intuitions, and knowledge enabling him or
her to communicate in culturally preferred ways. The devel-
opment of these faculties is an integral part of becoming a
competent speaker.

Coda

This chapter should be in no way interpreted as proposing
a view in which socialization determines a fixed pattern of
behavior. We advocate a view that considers human beings
to be flexible and able to adapt to change, both social and
linguistic, for example, through contact and social mobil-
ity. The ways in which individuals change is a product of
complex interactions between established cultural proce-
dures and intuitions and those the individual is currently
acquiring. From our perspective, socialization is a continu-
ous and open-ended process that spans the entire life of an
individual.

Notes

This chapter was written while the authors were research fellows
at the Research School of Pacific Studies, the Australian National
University. We would like to thank Roger Keesing and the Work-
ing Group in Language and Its Cultural Context. Ochs’s research
was supported by the National Science Foundation and the Aus-
tralian National University. Schieffelin’s research was supported by
the National Science Foundation and the Wenner-Gren Founda-
tion for Anthropological Research. We thank these institutions for
their support.

1. This story is based on the numerous accounts of caregiver-child
communication and interaction that have appeared in both
popular and scientific journals. Our generalizations regarding
language use are based on detailed reports in the developmental
psycholinguistic literature, which are cited throughout. In addi-
tion, we have drawn on our own experiences and intuitions as
mothers and members of this social group. We invite those with
differing perceptions to comment on our interpretations.

2. We would like to thank Courtney Cazden for bringing the fol-
lowing quotation to our attention: “It seems to us that a mother
in expanding speech may be teaching more than grammar; she
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may be teaching something like a world-view” (Brown & Bellugi
1964).

[F8]

. This analysis is based on the data collected in the course of
ethnographic and linguistic fieldwork among the Kaluli in the
Southern Highlands Province between 1975 and 1977, Dur-
ing this time, E. L. Schieffelin, a cultural anthropologist, and S.
Feld, an ethnomusicologist, were also conducting ethnographic
research. This study of the development of communicative com-
petence among the Kaluli focused on four children who were
approximately 24 months old at the start of the study. However,
an additional twelve children were included in the study (sib-
lings and cousins in residence), ranging in age from birth to 10
years. The spontaneous conversations of these children and their
families were tape-recorded for one year at monthly intervals
with each monthly sample lasting from 3 to 4 hours, Detailed
contextual notes accompanied the taping, and these annotated
transcripts, along with interviews and observations, form the
data base. A total of 83 hours of audio-tape were collected and
transcribed in the village. Analyses of Kaluli child acquisition
data are reported in Schieffelin 1981, in press-a, and in press-b.

4. The data on which this analysis is based were collected from July
1978 to July 1979 in a traditional village in Western Samoa. The
village, Falefa, is located on the island of Upolu, approximately
18 miles from the capital, Apia. The fieldwork was conducted by
Alessandro Duranti, Martha Platt, and Elinor Ochs. Our data
collection consisted of two major projects. The first, carried out
by Ochs and Platt, was a longitudinal documentation, through
audio- and videotape, of young children’s acquisition of Samoan.
'This was accomplished by focusing on six children from six dif-
ferent house holds, from 19 to 35 months of age at the onset of the
study. These children were observed and taped every five weeks,
approximately three hours each period. Samoan children live in
compounds composed of several households. Typically, numer-
ous siblings and peers are present and interact with a young child.
We were able to record the speech of seventeen other children
under the age of 6, who were part of the children’s early social
environment. A total of 128 hours of audio and 20 hours of video
recording were collected. The audio material is supplemented by
handwritten notes detailing contextual features of the interac-
tions recorded. All the audio material has been transcribed in the
village by a family member or family acquaintance and checked
by a researcher. Approximately 18,000 pages of transcript form
the child language data base. Analyses of Samoan child language
are reported in Ochs 1982a, 1982b, and in press.
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Critical Thinking and Application

« What do Ochs and Schieffelin mean about “the sharing of assumptions between
researcher, reader, and subjects of study [being] a mixed blessing” and representing a
“paradox of familiarity”? What is gained and what is lost by researchers studying their

own society?

« How can a careful comparative study challenge assumptions about what is “natural”?

+ Why is there a correspondence between adapting to young children and the existence of
simplified registers? Would you expect other consistencies between cultural patterns and
forms of interaction with young children? Give examples.

» Given the range of observed variation in language socialization, do you think there is any
common, universal aspect to development? What, if any, is the role of biology?

« Observe children interacting with their caregivers. (If you wish, you can watch movies
that include child/caregiver interactions.) Describe the situation carefully, modeling your
account on one of those given by Ochs and Schieffelin,
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Vocabulary

accommodation evidential marker  status

addressee expansion stratified, stratification
baby-talk register innatist triadic

caregiver nativist typology

culturally constructed rank Universal Grammar
dyad, dyadic register

ethnographic, ethnography  scaffolding
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