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Recent research into the interaction which occurs between mother, father and
child has tended to view the interaction as two dyadic interactions, one
occurring between the mother and the child and the other occurring between
the father and the child (Barton and Tomesello, 1994). None of these studies
have viewed the triadic interaction which exists when mother, father and child

are present as anything other than a series of dyadic interactions.

In this study, three groups of children aged 12 months, 24 months and 36
months were videotaped for 15 minutes with their fathers and mothers while
they ate lunch. Three additional children and their parents were followed in a
longitudinal study. The interactions were coded from the videotapes. Included
in the coding were turns that were monadic, dyadic, double dyadic and triadic
and thus incorporated interactions which are exclusive to polyadic interaction.
It was found necessary to include non-verbal behaviors to assist in the

definition of the turn and its direction within the interaction.

The work examines the way infants and young children gain access to the triad
and how the interactive behavior changes as the child's communicative
competence develops. The changes in parental interaction styles are also

analyzed as a function of the age of the child.
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Chapter 1

Interaction Among Young Children and Their Parents

1.1 Introduction

An extensive literature exists on mother-child interaction and communicative
development (see Gallaway & Richards, 1994 for a recent review). Mothers are
reported to use short, syntactically simple, grammatically correct utterances.
Their speech is extremely redundant, containing many repetitions and limited to
simple vocabulary. It tends to be more fluent and correct than speech addressed
to adults (Messer, 1994). Prosodic characteristics including high overall pitch,
slow tempo, stricter rhythmicity and exaggerated intonation have all been
reported (Papousek, Papousek & Haeke, 1987).

The social context of early mother-child interaction indicates that child directed
speech is generally confined to the present and related to the child's focus of
attention (Snow 1995). Recent research analyzing social gaze and vocal tumn
taking has indicated that during the first months of life, it 1s the mother who
provides the structure in the interaction. She manages to give the appearance
that the young infant is functioning as a competent member 1n the interaction by

being responsive to the infant's behavior (Bloom & Lo, 1990).

Rutter and Durkin (1987) examined the turn taking behavior of mothers and
their 12, 18, 24 and 36 month old children. They determined that by 18 months

adult gaze patterns, as a signal of turn taking, was beginning to emerge in the
infant. Between 24 and 36 months infants' vocal interruptions decreased and

infants' vocal turns began to be coordinated with their mothers. Rutter and

Durkin suggest that during this time children begin to play a more active role in



controlling the sequencing of the interaction. It is proposed that through this
process children become engaged in social exchange with their parents and this
shared communicative experience is the basis for later linguistic communicative

development (Messer, 1994).

A child’s interactive environment, however, often consists of more than just a
series of dyadic interactions with the mother. Fathers and siblings are also often
part of the interactive environment in the family and a much more limited body
of research exists on interactive settings involving more than the mother (see
Barton and Tomasello, 1994 for a recent review). The present study is an
attempt to move beyond the dyad and describe the triadic interactive
environment of the child and parents from the emergence of first words to the

appearance of early conversational skills.

1.2 The inclusion of fathers in the interactive process

Rebelky and Hank (1971) stated that fathers spend a very limited time with their
infants consisting of a few seconds to a few minutes a day while Ninio and
Rinott (1988) reported that fathers spent an average of 2.75 hours per week
with their infants. The degree of father involvement has changed as more
women have entered the workforce and child care becomes more of a shared
responsibility.

Pedersen (1980) laments:

Studies of early influences on development have treated the
mother as if she comprised the infants total social milieu, and
theory has been concerned with mother and infant as if theirs
was the only relationship infants form. (p.1)

Geiger (1996) in her study of fathers as primary caregivers concludes that
fathers can successfully take on the role of primary caregiver and provide the

child with "exciting play partners, and nurturant and affectionate companions



who stimulate their infant's sociability and autonomous behavior” (p.105).
Although fathers seem to be more involved today much previous work has

appeared to dismiss their role.

1.3 Dyadic mother-child, father-child interaction

From a methodological perspective most researchers have tended to approach
child directed parental input by comparing mother and child interactions with
father and child interactions in a dyadic setting. The focus has tended to be on
comparing linguistic similarities and differences in mothers' and fathers'
speech. Very little attention has been paid to the way parents work together to

facilitate the interactive process.

Most research into parent-child interaction has been quantitative in nature and
has been concerned with the structural-linguistic aspects of language input.
Fathers are reported to make similar adjustments to their speech as mothers
(Kavanaugh & Jirkovsky 1982; Malone & Guy 1982). Parents have been
reported to use a similar proportion of statements, questions imperatives and
repetitions (Golinkoff & Ames, 1979; Lipscome & Coon, 1983; Lewis &
Gregory, 1987). In addition, parents are reported to make similar adjustments
to their Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) (Lipscome & Coon, 1983).

Mothers and fathers are reported to make similar prosodic changes to therr
speech when addressing young children. Papousek et al. (1987) found that
both parents when addressing their three month old infants slow down therr
speech, increase their overall pitch and make use of exaggerated intonation
patterns that are frequently repeated. These changes in the prosody of speech
exist across a number of cultures to varying degrees. Fernald, Taeshner, Dunn,
Papousek, Benedicte de Boysson-Bardies, Fukui, (1989) compared prosodic



modifications made across cultures by French, Italian, German, Japanese,
British and American parents of slightly older 10 to 14 month old children.
They report that mothers and fathers of all of the studied nationalities raised their
pitch when addressing their children. Mothers were more likely to use a wider

pitch range than fathers in child addressed speech and American mothers used

the widest variation of pitch of all of the nationalities.

Some researchers have turned their attention to communicative competence and
focused on discourse and conversational aspects of the interaction. Bomnstein,
Vibbert, Tal & ODonnell (1992) suggest that both parents adapt their interactive
styles in similar ways with their 13 and 20 month old children. Child (1986)
reported that mothers and fathers employed the same behaviors with their eight
month old children and spent the same proportion of time directing the infants’
attention. Conversely, some studies suggest that while fathers use similar
conversational styles and discourse strategies as mothers, they are not quite as
adept at the task. Malone and Guy (1982) concluded that fathers'
communication with their three year old sons was more controlling and less
child-centered than mothers’ communication. McLaughlin, White, McDewvitt
and Raskin (1982) reported that mothers were more adept than fathers at
modifying their speech to meet linguistic abilities of the child. Rondal (1980)
indicated that fathers requested clarification from the child more often than
mothers. Tomasello, Conti-Ramsden and Ewert (1990) noted that fathers failed
to acknowledge child utterances more often than mothers while children were
more willing to pursue the topic after non-acknowledgment from the mother
than from the father. These findings support a hypothesis proposed by Gleason
(1975). She contended that because fathers are less knowledgeable about their

children they are not able to make the fine adjustments mothers make to their

speech. This makes fathers more challenging communication partners and in



turn this helps the infant bridge the gap between communicating with his or her
mother and communicating with the outside world which is likely to be even
less sensitive than the father to the child's linguistic ability. Recent research by
Davidson and Snow (1996) however calls this hypothesis into question. In their
study, they found that mothers used longer and more complex linguistic
structures with their five year old children than did fathers.

1.4 Triadic mother-father-child interactions

Only a limited number of studies have examined the interaction occurring in
tnnadic situations with mothers, fathers and children. The triadic context is
included more for the purpose of comparison with the mother-child and father-
child dyads than to examine the characteristics and dynamics of the triad. These
studies suggest that the number of participants in the interaction affects the
language behavior of the participants (Davidson & Snow 1996; Hladik &
Edwards, 1984; Golinkoff & Ames, 1979; Rondal, 1980; Stoneman & Brody,
(1981).

The first reported study to include a triadic component that examined maternal
and paternal speech to young children with a sample size greater than three or
four children was conducted by Golinkoff and Ames (1979). They video taped
twelve 19 month old children and their parents in structured-play dyadic
situations (mother-child; father-child) and a free-play triadic situation (mother-
father-child). Some behaviors remained stable across situations. Parents used a
similar number of verbs and appeared to use repetitions in a similar fashion.
They repeated themselves more when attempting to elicit action than when
contributing information. Both parents, however, took longer turns in the free-

play triadic situation. Fathers had approximately the same number of utterances

as mothers in the structured-play dyadic situation but contributed significantly



fewer utterances in the triadic free-play situation. They concluded that this
difference was probably related to the different types of interactive play
situations used rather than the fact that the structured play situations were dyadic
and the free-play situation was triadic. Golinkoff and Ames suggested that

mothers may take charge of the free-play situation to show the child to best
advantage resulting in the father taking fewer turns.

Stoneman and Brody (1981) audio taped eighteen 24 month old children using a
free-play dyadic situation with each parent and a free-play triadic situation.
They proposed that it was the number of family members involved in the
interaction rather than the activity that accounted for the difference in the number
of utterances used by mothers and fathers. They hypothesized that family
members would adjust their conversaﬁonél styles to accommodate the number
of people in the interaction. Language measures were the same as those selected
by Golinkoff and Ames. Stoneman and Brody found that fathers and mothers
performed 1n a similar manner on all of the linguistic meaéures other than fathers
using fewer utterances in the triadic situation. They concluded that parents
rather than children make changes from dyadic to triadic situations and the major
accommodation made was a decrease in the total number of utterances

particularly those taken by the father.

Rondal (1980) audio taped five sets of parents interacting with their 18 to 36
month old sons. Each parent interacted with the child while looking at a picture

book and in a free-play activity and both parents interacted with the child during

a meal. Rondal reported that mothers used more utterances than fathers but this

was most pronounced in the triadic situation. Mothers used longer utterances

and corrected their children's speech more frequently. Fathers' speech was




lexically more diversified and contained more requests for clarification. All

parents adapted appropriately to the linguistic abilities of the child.

Hladik and Edwards (1984) conducted a study of mother-child, father-child
dyads and mother-father-child triads. The 10 children ranged in age from 24 to
40 months and the interactions were audio taped in the home. They reported
that, contrary to the findings of Golinkoff and Ames (1979), Stoneman and
Brody (1981) and Rondal, mothers and fathers tended to produce a similar
number of utterances ih the triadic situation while mothers had a higher
proportion of utterances than fathers when dyadic situations were compared.
Fathers spoke in longer sentences in triadic situations than in dyadic situations.
No differences were observed in the use of declarative, negative and imperative
sentences and tag or Wh questions. Mothers asked more yes/no questions in
the triadic setting and had a slightly higher proportion of ungrammatical
sentences. Hladik and Edwards suggest that mothers may function more as

initiators of communication and fathers as responders to communication.

Pellegrini, Brody and Stoneman (1987) audio taped eighteen two, three and
four year old children in dyadic and triadic play settings. These researchers
were interested in pragmatic abilities, specifically, the child's ability to follow
Grices' maxims. Grice (1975) sets out four different types of violations of
conversation that can occur. These include:

1) quantity - utterances should convey no more or no less information

than required,;

2) quality - utterances should be true and there should be evidence

available to support statements;

3) relation - utterances should be related to the topic of discourse;

4) manner - utterances should be unambiguous, brief and orderly.



Parent's reactions their child's violations were also examined and these were
defined as no reaction, repetition, clarification and models/corrects. The most
frequent form of violation was one of quantity and most of these were no
response violations. Two year olds generate more quantity and relation
violations than three or four year olds. Parents withheld reaction more from
three and four year olds than they did from two year olds in both dyadic and
tnadic situations. Mothers were more likely to adjust their topic to sustain the
discourse following a violation. Fathers responded more to violations than
mothers using repetition strategies with two year olds and modeling strategies
with three and four year olds. It was only in the dyadic situation that parents'
reactions were different. In the triadic situation parents adopted similar repair
strategies suggesting that fathers accommodate the mothers' interactive style.
They conclude that parental interaction strategies are sensitive to the contexts in
which they occur and stated that research is needed to examine communicative
competence in contexts such as the triad to develop a complete picture of

pragmatic proficiency.

Davidson and Snow (1996) audio taped twelve five year old children and their
parents in dyadic play settings and a triadic mealtime seting. They found that
mothers took more, longer and more complex turns than fathers in all three
settings. Mothers took charge of the triadic mealtime situation by introducing all
talk. They spoke more about activities that included the child than the father.
They dealt with the child's behavior by giving them more Choice than No
Choice directives than fathers. This study also took into account the child's
language to parents. They reported that the child in the dyadic situation used a

greater variety and a higher level of questions and used more rare lexical items

with their mothers than with their fathers.



1.5 Research issues arising from the triadic literature

Given the limited number of studies that have included mother-father-child
triadic interactions there are a number of important issues that have not yet been
addressed. Parental input research studies including a triadic component have

tended to treat the triad as being very similar to the dyad. The major differences

noted are that mothers tend to take charge in the triadic setting (Davidson &
Snow, 1996; Golinkoff & Ames, 1979; Rondal, 1980; Stoneman & Brody,

1981) and fathers seem to accommodate mothers' repair style (Pelligrini et al.,
1987).

None of these studies included a nonverbal component. All but one used audio
taping and thus did not have access to nonverbal information. Only Stoneman
and Brody mention the omission of nonverbal behavior as a shortcoming in
their study. Research in the field of child language development has suggested
that the context of the interaction is of considerable significance. The work of
Bruner (1983a; 1983b) has had a significant impact on research into the
relationship between language experience and language development. He
suggests that the activity accompanying speech may be more important than the
syntax mother's use with their young children. Harris (1992) makes the point
that the generally negative results that emerged from the early studies that
‘investigated the relationship between maternal input and language development
in the child was the result of the failure to take the nonverbal context of the

interaction into consideration.

Both Harris (1992) and Davidson and Snow (1996) make the point that there 1s
2 need to consider more than the input the child receives from parents. They
argue that the behavior of the child or the ‘uptake’ (as Harris refers to it) also

affects the interaction. Therefore there is a need to consider the communicative



attempts or interactive behavior the child uses with each parent. Harris (1993)
examined the relationship between maternal speech and the context in which the
language occurred. She analyzed mothers' speech in relation to infant behavior
by recording the infants' gaze, actions and vocalizations and mothers
utterances. Using an episodic analysis of maternal speech, she identified what
prompted the initiation of each episode. At 7 months mothers' speech tended to
be a response to the change of direction of gaze of the child and was related to
the child’s focus of attention. By 9 months mothers were more likely to
respond to their child's actions than changes in the direction of gaze and by 16
months 40% of the child's actions were accompanied by vocalizations. This
study indicated that children influence what mothers talk about. In addition, it
was found that the behavior influencing maternal responses changes as the child
develops and becomes more motorically and linguistically competent. This
research supports the argument that the child has a significant influence upon
mother's behavior and that much of this early behavior of the child is occurring
at the nonverbal level. By ignoring the young child's communicative
contribution, specifically the nonverbal component, it is possible to reach the
mistaken impression that adult input i1s all that 1s required for language

development to occur.

Another important component that has been overlooked in these studies 1s turn
direction. Research involving parent child triads has skirted this 1ssue by
referring to ‘the child's linguistic environment' (Hladik and Edwards p. 322).
This somehow implies that all speech occurring within earshot of the child is
directed at the child or that all interactions within the triad carry the same 1mpact
for each member of the triad. In dyadic interaction it is reasonable to assume
that the other person is the one being addressed. The same assumption cannot

be made in the triad and yet only two of these studies even mention this

10



parameter. Davidson and Snow (1996) stated that they were not able to
determine the person the child addressed in the triadic situation so they pooled
the child’s data and referred to it as speech the child addressed to the parents.
They make no mention of the speech parents address to one another. Hladik

and Edwards suggest that the reason parental utterances were longer in the

triadic context was because speech between mothers and fathers was included.

Virtually none of these studies examined the way mothers', fathers' and
children’s interactive behaviors change and develop from the time children begin
to use their first words to the time when they are able to participate cooperatively
in shared discourse. Children ranged in age from 18 months to five years of
age 1n these mother-father-child triadic studies and Snow (1995) cautions:

A number of general theses emerge from the many studies of

CDS (child directed speech) and its effects. One is the need to

differentiate CDS much more carefully than early studies did.

The first studies in this field were fairly cavalier about the ages

and language levels of the children being addressed, assuming

evidently that the same features of CDS would facilitate growth

at any age, and that growth could be represented rather

globally. (p. 191)
Davidson and Snow's results, for example, suggest that mothers were the more
challenging conversational partners in all interactive settings. It 1s certainly
possible that mothers' interactive styles change as the child becomes a more
competent communicator. Because mothers are often more familiar with the
child's recent experiences they may become the older child's more challenging
conversational partner. It may be that the shared experience with the older child
provides the scaffolding necessary for mothers and children to engage in more

complex conversations. However other studies with younger children have

suggested that fathers tend to be the more challenging partner.

11




Research conducted by Fagot and Kavanaugh (1993) suggests that the role of
parents changes during the child's early life. They contend that parenting

becomes more complex between the second and third year of life. Parents of 12

month old children tend to have more positive interactions than parents with 18
month olds. Parents tend to talk more and use more directive and task oriented
speech with 18 month olds. Of the six studies that contained a triadic
component, only the study conducted by Pellegrini et al. (1987), examined
groups of children at different ages. The remaining five studies either looked at

a group of children at a single age or a few children representing different ages

across an age range.

1.6 Mother-child-child triadic interaction

Research in the area of mother-child-child interaction has taken a less superficial
approach to the study of the triad. Early studies in this area contended that the
presence of another child in the interaction reduced the overall quantity and
quality of mother-child linguistic interactions (Jones & Adamson, 1987). Not
surprisingly mothers addressed each child with fewer utterances and became
more directive in their interactive styles in a triadic setung (Tomasello, Mannle
& Kruger, 1986). The implication was that the multichild context 1s a poorer
language leaming environment because children have to share access to the
mother. By comparing the social and linguistic environment of 15 month old
singletons and twins they found that basic structural linguistic measures such as
MLU were the same for mothers in both groups but differences arose when
pragmatic measures such as the proportion of directives and topic elaboration
were examined. These researchers did however raise the issue of who was
being addressed. They computed two values for the turns mothers address to
each twin. They made the assumption that turns directed to the other child have

little or no impact and so were excluded from the analysis. The number of turns
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directed specifically to one child was determined and compared to the number of
turns directed to that child plus the number of turns directed to both children.

Subsequent research has questioned the assumption that speech addressed to
other members of the triad carries no meaning for the young child. It is now
recognized that the mother-child-child triad may be a more interesting,
simulating and challenging environment than mother-child dyads because the
child 1s exposed to a variety of communication styles (Barton & Tomasello,
1989; Mannle & Tomasello, 1987; Schaffer, 1989). In addition, in order to be
successtul, the younger child 1s required to be topical and add new information
to the interaction (Dunn & Shatz, 1991). Children are also provided with an
opportunity to "overhear”" their older siblings joining into the interaction in a
more sophisticated manner (Barton & Strosberg, 1997; Dunn & Kendrick,
1982a; 1982b; Dunn & Shatz, 1989).

Bruner (1983a) argues that for the young child to move from prelinguistic to
linguistic communication the child requires more than simple exposure to
language. There must be an interactive component to the communication
occurring between the mother and the child. Because of the limitations of the
child's processing ability, much of this interaction needs to occur in a familiar
and predictable setting. He refers to these familiar, predictable settings as
formats and suggests that the mechanism responsible for the establishment of
these formats is joint attention. Joint attention has been studied in mother-child
dyads. Tomasello and Farrar (1986), for example, found a positive correlation
between the time mothers and children engaged in joint attention and vocabulary
size at 21 months. They found that the 17 month old child learned novel words
presented during periods of joint attention better than when mothers trned to

taach these words through redirecting the child's attention. Barton and
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Tomasello (1991) examined conversational interactions among mother-father-
sibling triads and the nature of joint attention with nine 19 month old infants and
nine 24 month old infants who were video taped in a free play situation with
their mothers and preschool aged siblings. They found that triadic interactions
were longer and elicited more infant turns than dyadic interactions. Infants as
young as 19 months were able to join triadic interactions and they were more

likely to do so when they were in a state of joint attention with the speaker.

It has been asserted (Baﬁon & Tomasello, 1991; Dunn & Shatz, 1989) that
mother-father-sibling triadic contexts might be the most opportune setting to
facilitate participation in multispeaker contexts for young children because adult-
adult-child contexts do not often lend themselves to conversational topics of
sufficient interest for the young child to engage in a joint attentional focus with
the two adults in the interaction. These researchers argue that the sibling 1s only
slightly more advanced in linguistic and cognitive skills so the mnfant 1s able to

benefit optimally from the experience. Barton and Tomasello (1991) for

example state:

the mother-infant-sibling context may facilitate infant
participation more than triadic contexts with two adults because
the conversational topics of adults often do not concern things
that lend themselves to a nonlinguistic joint attentional focus

among all participants. (p.528)
They suggested that mother-twin triadic studies may not be ideal triadic contexts
because the second child needs to be able to carry the conversational load.
However, a recent triadic twin study of Barton and Strosberg's (1997) that used
the same measures as the Barton and Tomasello (1991) study yielded similar
results suggesting that it is a characteristic of the triad to encourage the children
to use more and longer turns than in dyadic interactions with their mothers. One

adult-adult-child context that is likely to contain conversational topics of interest
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to the child is the mother-father-child triad where the parents’ major focus is the
child. It is certainly possible that two linguistically sophisticated adults (i.e. the
parents) with an emotional relationship with the child may be capable of creating
an interactive setting that is sensitive to the interest of the child and yet more

challenging than the mother-child dyad.

1.7 Conceptualization of the triad

Parke, Power and Gottman (1979) proposed a social conceptual framework
from which to view the triad in terms of the direct and indirect effects one
individual can have on another member of the triad. They made four

assumptions about triadic interaction:

1) all members of the family triad can influence each other...

2) triadic interaction can be conceptualized not merely as face
to face interaction, but also as interaction that takes place in the
absence of one of the members of the triad...

3) a variety of data sources can usefully be employed in
understanding triadic interaction...

4) individuals within a triad can serve either as initiators or

recipients of any action. (p. 232)
These assumptions proved to be extremely useful in developing the analysis
used to describe the triad. The first assumption ensures that any model that is
developed will need to view the impact of each interaction in relation to all three
members of the triad. Forrester (1993), for example, demonstrated that children
as young as 14 months showed evidence of monitoring conversations occurring
between their mothers and older siblings. The impact of those utterances
however might be different for each child. For example, the impact an

interaction might have on the mother could be very different from the impact that

turn might have on a young child.
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Individuals within the triad can also combine their actions and direct them at
other members of the triad. It is possible for members of the interaction to work

In concert with one another to attempt to have an impact on the third member of

the triad or for all three members to join together in unison.

The second assumption suggests that some of the interactions that occur in the
triad may in fact be dyadic in nature. Although it could be argued that all
Interactions within the triad may have some impact on the other members of the
triad, it is possible to have interactions that were targeted specifically for one
individual in the triad and these were considered to be dyadic in nature. When
interacting in multispeaker situations, a recognized set of behaviors identifies the
person addressed and the person to take the next turn. These turns are
essentially dyadic in nature. Ultimately, the third person in this type of triadic
exchange would be in the position of overhearing the interaction and may join in
the imnteraction when he or she has something to contribute or recognized
something of significance. Forrester (1993) theorizes that the overhearer may
take on either a participatory role or a non-participatory role and the role chosen

will affect the 1mpact of the interaction on the overhearer.

The third assumption suggests that techniques such as questionnaires and direct
observation can be used as data sources. Data collection has often involved the
family carrying on an activity with the child in the presence of one or two
observers recording various categories of behavior on a check list (Belsky,
1980; Belsky & Isabella, 1985; Belsky, Taylor & Rovine, 1984; Liddell, Henzi
& Drew, 1980; Stewart, 1979;1980). A surprising amount of data has been

collected using audio recordings which has resulted in a considerable amount of

significant behavioral information being lost. Locke (1995) states:
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A major set of cues displayed by talking people includes the
visible structure and movement patterns of the face. The

human face represents an exceedingly active channel when
individuals engage in en face spoken communications. The
structure of the face provides indexical information, that is,
1dentifies sender and receiver, thus supplying each participant
with what is arguably the single most important piece of
information in a social interaction. (p.281)

The fourth assumption is extremely important and is also related to Locke's
contention. It stresses the importance of direction and the implicature of
interactive acts. This assumption also leads to the notion that it is possible to
view communicative attempts within the triad in the context of general
Interactive functions. By considering them in terms of initiations and responses

and attributing a direction these behaviors can be examined on the basis of their

relationship to other interactive behaviors within the triad.
As Warnery, Depeursinge, Bettens and Favez (1993) contend:

Although the contributions of each partner in the triad are
important, describing them is not sufficient to convey the full
context of the infant's development. It is also necessary to
‘'move beyond these additive approaches to capture the ways
in which the family operates as a small group' (Parke, 1990,
p. 182). In other words, it is necessary to adopt broader
perspectives, one focusing on the family as a whole and one
focusing on the family as an organization between parts.

(p. 299)
Inclusion of nonverbal information ensures that all members of the triad
including the infant are represented in the description of the interaction.

Defining the direction and function of the turn provides some information about

the relative impact and organization of turns within the interaction.

1.8 Objectives and scope of the work

As discussed in Section 1.5 research in the area of mother-father-child tnadic

interaction has been quite limited and has failed to take a number of 1mportant

aspects into consideration. Previous research into mother-father-child triadic
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interaction has tended to use the triad as an additional context in which to
compare mother's versus father's linguistic input to the child. The triad has
been viewed as a series of dyadic interactions that have the same impact on each
person in the interaction. The triad however has dynamics of i1ts own and
deserves exploration. Some of the deficiencies that have prevented a full and
accurate description of triad include the failure to recognize the unique
charactenstics of the trad, to take nonverbal behavior into consideration, to

define turn direction and to examine the changes that occur in the interaction as a

function of the age of the child.

Harris (1992) has demonstrated that infants' nonverbal behaviors often
determine the topic of mothers' interactions. Yet none of the mother-father-
child triadic literature to date has included this important component 1n fact most
of the studies in this area have relied on audio tape recording thus ensuring this

behavior is not considered. Forrester (1993) argues persuasively:

The social world is not fundamentally a linguistic one, but a
participative one where participation and communication
involves using language as one particular sign-system. (p. 44)

Nonverbal behavior has an important interactive function within the triad and the

failure to take it into consideration results in incorrect deductions about the

interaction.

The young child's communicative skills develop dramatically between the first
and the third birthday. This time period stretches from the age when parents are
still largely responsible for the maintenance of the coordination of the interaction
through to the age when children are playing an active role in determining turn
structure (Rutter & Durkin, 1989) and beginning to engage in conversation
(Dunn & Kendrick, 1989). To examine how the interaction changes as the child

develops it is necessary to us€ a Cross sectional and a longitudinal design. The
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children in the present study included six 12, 24 and 36 month old children and
their mothers and fathers. A longitudinal component consisting of three mother-
father-child triads were included to provide some information about individual

differences. The longitudinal triads were video taped when the children were
12, 24 and 36 months of age.

Some of the most interesting developmental research conducted on the triad has
involved mother-child-child triads. This work has made a real attempt to
examine the actual types of interactions that occur within the triad. Although
early work in this area was somewhat superficial and reported that multispeaker
situations were less than ideal for the promoﬁon of language development
Tomasello & Mannle, 1985; Tomasello et al., 1986), other work drew attention
to the opportunities the triad presented for the child to gain experience with
multispeaker contexts (Barton & Tomasello, 1991; Dunn & Kendrick, 1982a;
1982b; Dunn & Shatz, 1989; Forrester 1988; 1993). The three major
developmental issues raised in this regard were joint attention, overhearing and

learning to join the interaction.

It 1s generally recogmzed that early social experiences the young child receives
from parents are fundamental to the child's later participation in shared
discourse (Bruner, 1983a; Collis, 1985; Harris, 1992; Locke, 1995; Messer,
1994). Joint attention is considered a major component of this experience
because it makes the task of reference determination easier for the child.
Essentially, joint attention involves parents accompanying the child's actions or
current interest with relevant language rather than attempting to direct the child's
attention and then introduce a topic. The management of joint attention within
the mother-child dyad (Foster, 1986; Harris, 1992; Tomasello & Todd,
1983:Tomasello & Kruger, 1992) and in the context of the mother-child-child
triad (Barton & Strosberg, 1997; Barton & Tomasello, 1991) has been
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described but management of joint attention within the mother-father-child triad
has not been described. It has been demonstrated that infants can be involved in
joint attention episodes with their siblings and that there are beneficial aspects to
that involvement (Barton & Strosberg, 1997; Barton & Tomasello 1991). The
present study will examine some of the mechanisms parents use to establish
joint attention in the triad and the following questions will be addressed. Do
parents work together to establish joint attention? What are the mechanisms
they use to accomplish this? Are there aspects of the establishment of joint
attention that can be observed that are different from those occurring within the

dyad? What role does nonverbal behavior play in the establishment of joint

attention?

It has been suggested (Forrester, 1988; 1993) that overhearing interactions

between other members of the triad may have significance with respect to the

development of implicature and turn participation in multispeaker settings. Once
again, this has been examined within the context of mother-father-sibling and
adult-child-child triads however little or no attention has been given to mother-
father-child triads. The dynamics of the mother-father-child triad differs from
the mother-child-child triad. In the mother-father-child triad there are two
linguistically competent individuals who are interested in the performance of the
child rather than two children vying for the mother’s attention. Are there aspects

of overhearing that are of interest in the mother-father-child context?

Dunn and Kenrick (1982a; 1982b) and Dunn and Shatz (1989) have examined
infants' abilities to join conversations occurring between the mother and an
older sibling. They contend that two year olds monitor the speech occurring
between mothers and older siblings and manage to intrude successfully. Are
there indications that the child is able to accomplish this within the mother-
father-child triad? Are there other challenges the child faces in this regard?
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1.9 The objectives of the present work

The objectives of this study are:

1) to examine the video-taping of the family eating as an appropriate
situation for studying triadic interaction among mother -father child;

2) to develop a methodology for the analysis of the triad which includes

nonverbal behavior, turn direction and interactive function;

3) to describe the changing roles of mother, father and child within the

triad as a tfunction of the communicative competence of the child.

This study 1s descriptive in nature. Numeric descriptions are used to indicate
possible trends rather than define significant differences. This study is really
not an attempt to define the differences in mothers' and fathers' interactive
behavior rather is an attempt to describe how mothers and fathers work together
to create an effective communicative environment within the triad. Forrester
argues that:

one reason why a logical-mathematical approach cannot
accommodate socially related phenomena 1s that all such
formalisms are structure motivated towards closure. In
contrast, social phenomena are inherently open, dynamic and
in one sense ‘formally’ unstable. For example, where
coparticipants are mutually concerned with aiding each other’s
learning in a conversational context, ideally they will be
oriented towards providing what they do not quite know they
are going to need. Such predispositions will increase the
likelihood that spontaneous and unanticipated leads in the talk

might emerge. (p.41)

The examples presented in Chapters 3, 4 and 7 of this thesis are there to
describe some of the interactions that arose and how these interactions were
coded. They are not meant to imply that all triads with children of the same age

as the children in the examples demonstrated the same form of interaction.

These examples are meant to highlight some of the interesting spontaneous
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interactions that occur in the trnad and they provide a starting point for the

discussion of issues of developmental significance.

Chapters 35, 6, 8, and 9 provide some indication of the distribution of the
different types of interactive behaviors described in Chapters 3, 4, and 7 for the
three age groups. As anticipated the relatively large age differences of the three
groups of children resulted in dramatic differences in the prevalence of

interactive behaviors.
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Chapter 2

The Setting, The Situation, The Subjects and Coding the Triadic

Interaction

This chapter describes the setting, the situation, the subjects and the coding for

the triadic interactions.

2.1 The observational setting, situation and equipment

A playroom setting was selected for this study because the types of behaviors
to be explbred dictated that all members of the triad had to be clearly visible
on the videotape and because it was an available, comfortable setting that
remained constant across families. The positioning of the parents and children
was also thought to be important and it would have been awkward to ask
families to make these accommodations in their own homes. It can also be

argued that moving in unusual equipment and observers into a home is akin to

turning it into a laboratory (Schaffer, 1977).

There was another reason for conducting this study in a clinical setting. The
author makes extensive use of video taping of interactions among families and

their children who have a hearing loss. In fact, most professionals who use

video tape analysis as an assessment measure conduct these studies in a

clinical setting and therefore this seemed to be a more approprate setting 1n

which to make the comparison.
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2.1.1 The observational setting and equipment

The video taping was carried out in a playroom 16 feet by 12 feet with a
window in one wall. The floor was carpeted and there were children's pictures
on the walls and several children's toys were visible in the room. The parents
and child sat at a child's table with the child between the parents. A
microphone was suspended from the ceiling above the table. A Panasonic
F2CCD video camera was placed on a tripod in the comer of the room
approximately ten feet away from the table. The recording equipment was
situated on a window ledge behind a blind. The equipment was turned on and
only the tnad was present in the room during the session. Taping was

terminated after approximately 15 minutes or at the point where the child

would no longer sit at the table.

2.1.2 The observational situation

Another factor that must be considered is the selection of the activity used in
the interaction. Calders, Huston and O'Brien (1989) observed parents
interacting in dyads with their 18 to 23 month old children. They
demonstrated that the type of toy the dyad played with affected the nature of
the interaction. Feminine toys (dolls and dishes) encouraged physical
proximity and more questions and comments. Masculine toys on the other
hand (trucks and blocks) elicited fewer questions and comments, more
distﬁnce between parent and child, more correcting and more animated speech
sounds. Neutral toys (puzzles and shape sorter) elicited more positive and

:nformative verbal behavior. Similar observations were made by O'Brien and

Nagel (1987).

Worden, Kee and Ingle (1987) 1n a study with older children, age three and

four years in two different alphabet learning tasks found that fathers and
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mothers did not differ in the their interactions in two dyadic situations which
Included looking at books and working with a children's computer program.

They did however report a difference in styles used by mothers and fathers in
the two tasks. Other researchers (Malone and Guy 1982; McLaughlin, et al

1983;) found similar results in dyadic situations but the study did not indicate

the differences for each interactive situation.

O'Brien and Nagel (1987) cite research done by Bakker-Rennes which
suggests that language used in an eating situation tends to be less complex.
Feiring and Lewis (1987) in their study of mealtime structure and verbal
Interaction found that mother's tended to take charge of the meal. These
findings are consistent with those of Rondal (1980) who found that mothers

took more turn opportunities than fathers in a triadic mealtime setting than in

other dyadic settings.

Kulka (1997) in a recent work dealing with cultural patterns and socialization
in family discourse at mealtime contends:

that when mealtime is shared physically and conversationally

with children, it serves as a critical social context in which

children become socialized to local cultural rules regulating
conversation, such as the choice of topics, rules of turn

taking, modes of storytelling, and rules of politeness . (p.12)
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