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INTRODUCTION

Within the past decade much interest has arisen concerning the affect
of the verbal input that children receive from their mothers on their language
development., Winitz (1973) described this recent interest in mother's verbal
input as Phase III in the development of language acquisition literature,
During Phase I enormous amounts of data were collected which analyzed language
development quantitatively by measures such as mean length of response and
structural complexity. Phase 1I was characterized by the search for universal
linguistic rules which children use to generate sentences,

(Some researchers have suggested that the language children hear from
adults probably has little or no influence on language development since it is
often ungrammatical and very difficult for the child to understand (Chomsky,
1967; McNeill, 1966). However, these arguments are usually based on reports
of adult speech addressed to another adult, (Researchers who have investigated
adu;t speech addressed to children have reported that the speech of mothers
addressed to theilr childfen_is very different from the speech of mothers
rgqq;ggggd to other adults (Braine, 1963; Brown and Bellugi, 1964; Brown and
Fraser, 1964; Broen, 1972; Cannon, 1972; Phillips, 1973; Snow, 1972; Reichle,
1973; Longhurst and Stepanich, 1975). These researchers found that mothers
consistently use simple, short grammatical sentences, repetitive vocabulary,

a slower rate of speech, and frequéntly imitate and expand their child's
utterances. These studiegs have also shown that syntactic structure of adult
language increases In complexity as the child's age increasedy

One aspect of mother-child verbal interaction which has been designated

by Leach (1972, p. 34) "as a potential index of adult speech" is interrogatiom.



He claimed that interrogation occurred at a high rate in adule-child interac-
tion, and that this behavior could be reliably identified and recorded,. ‘He
also conjectured that interrogations served as a type of constraint providing
guidelines which enable the child to respond appropriately_to a particular
question asked. Other researchers have also recognized interrogation as an
important interaction between mothers and their young children (Bee, VanEgeren,
Streissguth, Nyman, and Leckie, 1964; Holtzman, 1972; Longhurst and Stepanich,
1975). Longhurst and Stepanich (1975) found that over 40% of the utterances
directed to one, two, and three~year old children were interrogations. Thus,
interrogation has been regarded as a prominent feature and apparent useful tool
which has contributed much to the child's process of language acquisition.
Holtzman (1972) stated:

There are two ways in which a young child may learn the uses

of interrogative forms. First, by observing the ways in

which interrogatives are used by others and second, by the

ways in which the interrogatives he himself uses are responded

to. (p. 312)
The most outstanding feature of_Holtzman's investigation was that he studied
interrogative forms in terms of their function or the purpose they serve., All
other studies concerned with interrogatives placed their main focus on the
syntactic qénac:uccion, for example, labeling interrogatives as yes-no ques-
tiong, tag questions, or wh questions, Holtzman concluded that it 43 the
context in which verbalizations occur or the particular personal relation or
experience of the child which promotes the development of interrogative use.

When most researchers speak of adult-child interaction they are mainly

referring to mother-child interaction. Father-child interaction has virtually
been ignored. As the focus of attention turns to the child's total verbal

environment, examination of the father’s verbal input to the child has begun

to be an area of intereat for regearchers,



Friedlander, Jacobs, Davis, and Wetstone (1972) used the natural language
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environment in the homes of two sets of parents and their 12-month-old infants
to.report a technique for analyzing and categorizing certain gross features of
receptive language environment. An important feature of this study was that
one child was raised in a bilingual setting. Her father although a native
speaker of standard american English spoke only Spanish in her presence until
she was two years old, The data consisted of extensive tape recordings obtained
in natural home settings during the waking hours of the day, 7:00 a.m. to
9:00 p.m,, for a one-week period. The language samples were analyzed in terms
of quantitative and qualitative factors. Results showed that both the mothers
were much more active than the fathers in their child's language environment.
However, a follow-up observation was conducted on the child in the bilingual
home six months after the tape recordings were collected. It was obvious
that the child had learned to speak Spanish solely as a result of her father's
speaking Spanish in her presence, She was able to follow simple instructions
in Spanish, and answer simple questions appropriately in Spanish. In addition,
she named objects from a picture book and carried on a conversation in Spanish
about the pictures. These researchers suggested that this language acquisition
success, in view of the child's limited exposure to Spanish, sheds a different
light on the assumption that mothers provide the major language models for
their children, It may very well be the fathers share this role significantly.
In a study byHgiggiiggmgggwﬂgﬁggmflg74) it was proposed that since mother
and father assume different roles in the child's 1li{fe and set different relation-
ships with the child, perhaps parents play a different role in their child's
verbal environment., They analyzed specific speech aspects of one middle-class

father to his language-learning child. The variables that were analyzed were



frequency of use of grammatical constructions, use of expansions, father
imitation of the child's speech and the child's imitation of the father's
speech, These variables were compared to mothers' data from previously
reported research in mother-child verbal interaction. The results revealed
that this father and the mp;hg;gvirom_p:gviousuiqygstigations differed in
their language input to children. Notable differences were apparent between
this father and mothers in the use of imitation and expansion. The father
imitated his child's immediately preceeding utterance only 9% of the time.
Unlike mothers in the study conducted by Brown and Bellugi (1964) who responded
to their children with expansions 30% of the time this father used expansions
%% of the time., Some similiarity was found between this father and mothers
in the occurrence of commonly used sentence types. In addition, this father
like mothers was influenced by the child's level of language development,

It is clear that further examination of father speech directed to
children is needed in order to provide data on factors which affect the
course of language acquisition, It was the purpose of the present study to
investigate the father-child interrogation, and to compare this behavior with
the mother's interrogation to her child. Unlike previous work on father-child
interaction, this study used a larger number of subjects. In addition, a
comparison between the mother and father of the same child allowed for a more
‘controlled comparison. An attempt was made to answer the following questions:

1) 1Is there a significant difference in the amount and type of inter-
rogations a father uses with his language-learning child versus the amount and
type of interrogations the mother uses with the same child?

2) Is there a significant difference in amount and type of interrogations
a language~learning child will ;ae with his father compared to thé amount and

type of interrogations the child will use with his mother?



METHOD
Subjects
Ten children, five males and five females and their parents served as
subjects. All subjects were native English speakers and from the middle socio-
economic status as determined by family-head income. The children's ages
ranged from five years ten months to six years two months of age. There was
no attempt made to control the sex of the children, the educational backgrounds

of the parents, the ages of the parents, nor the ages or number of siblings.

Experimental Setting

All sessions were conducted in the homes of the subjects, The experimenter
was not present during the sessions in order to maximize the naturalistic

environment of the home.

Procedure

Each mother was contacted by phone and asked to participate in a study of
language development in children., She was informed that the purpose of the
study was to investigate the verbal interaction between the parents and their
children, If she agreed to participate, she was then told that a cassette
tape recorde¥ and tape would be delivered to her home at which time further
instructions would be given as to the nature of the study and procedure, The
‘experimenter assured the mother that each tape would be coded to insure that
neither the parents' names nor the name of the child would be associated with
the data. Specific details and purpose of the study were not disclosed to the
parents in order that their performance would not be influenced during the
sessions.

Upon delivery of the tape recorder the mother was instructed that she and

the child's father were to tape record a 20-minute conversation under two



conditions, Condition A consisted of a 20-minute conversation between herself
and her child. Condition B consisted of a 20-minute conversation between the
father and the child. It was stressed that these sessions were to be as natural
as possible, It was suggested that the sessions take place at times during the
day when each of the parents normally spend time playing or talking with their
child. Each family was given some time to think of as natural a situation as

possible.

Protocol Preparation and Segmentation

Transcripts of the speech of both parents and children from the taped
recorded sessions were typed verbatim following instructions as outlined by
Siegel (1963) (See appendix A). The experimenter used instructions by Lee (1974)

for separating the transcripts into sentences.

Categorization of Interrogations

When protocolrpreparation and segmentation were complete the experimenter
retrieved the interrogations out of the middle 50 interaction units from each
protocol for further amalysis. An interaction unit included the verbal behavior
of one subject and the response of the second subject. For example, an adult's
message might include several sentences and the child's response might also
include several sentences. One change in speaker was allowed in each inter-
action unit. An utterance was defined as an interrogation when the words in the
utterance, its intonation, or word order indicated it would be punctuated with
a question mark (lloltzman, 1972), The intérrogations of the parents and the
children were then classified into four predetermined categories as employed
by Holtzman (1972) and a miscellaneous category. These categories were used

Lecause interrogations were classified according to function and conclse



definitions of each category were provided, Lxamples of these categories
are presented in Table 1.

An interrogation was categorized as Type 1, a request for Information if
the speaker asked from the listener information the speaker did not have but
believed the hearer had. This category entailed the wishes, thoughts, and
feelings of the hearer or events and objects he has been involved with outside
‘the presence of the speaker. Commands delivered in interrogative form were
categorized as Type 2, request for Behavior. Interrogatives were categorized
as Type 3, interrogations designed to test or diSplay.the Knowledge of the
hearer when they were used in teaching or testing names of objects, counting,
names of colors, facts about the natural world, etc, The diff.rence between
Type 3 and Type 1 interrogations was the judgment that the speaker knew the
answer to his own question, therefore it was not a sincere request for informa-
tion. Category 4, interrogatives in which what was questioned was not in the

verbalization, hereafter referred to as Clarification, was the category for

those interrogations which suggested a breakdown in communication. The speaker
was not sure he had heard correctly what had been said, or does not understand
what is meant. The questions "Huh?" or "What?" fit in this category and it

also included repetitions of all or part of the hearer's previous utterance said
in a rising inflection. Any interrogations that did not fit in one of the four

categories was classified under a miscellaneous category.

Reliability

Reliability for protocol preparation and segmentation was determ;ned by
having an experienced typist retype and resegment two familes' protocols. An
experienced graduate student identified and categorized the interrogations from
these protocols. A percentage of agreement was then computed for protocol

preparation, segmentation, and categorization,



TABLE 1

Examples of the Four Categories of Interrogation

L
Information

2.
Behavior

3.
Knowledge

4,
Clarification

Parent:
Child:

Parent:
Child:

Parent:

Child:

What did you do in school today?
What time is daddy coming home?

Would you please sit in the chair?
Mom, can you get me a kleenex?

In what season of the year do the leaves

turn colors?

What color is grass?

( Evaluation: From the context of the conver-
sation, it is clear the child knows the
answer to this question.)

"Huh?" or "What?"

( frequently used by both parent and child)

Child: Jerry is a funny face.

Parent: Jerry is a funny face?
(Evaluation: Repetition of previous utter-
ance said in rising inflection. Parent is
not sure what child meant,)




Statistical Analysis

The major focus of the present investigation waé the comparison of the
type and number of interrogations directed to children by their fathers versus
their mothers. Also, the type and number of interrogations directed to the
children's fathers versus mothers from the children was of interest. To
facilitate these comparisons, scores which represented the difference between
the father and mother scores and between the child's score directed to the
father versus mother were computed. A subject by interrogation types analysis
of variance (Wine gmégﬁﬁ) was used to evaluate the mean difference scores for
the parents and another for the children., Confidence intervals (Winer, 1966,
p. 91) at the .05 level were calculated to determine significaut differences
between fathers and mothers or children's interrogations directed to father

versus mother for each interrogation type and total,

RESULTS

Reliability for protocol typing and segmentation ranged between 88% and 96Z.
Reliability for categorization of interrogations ranged between 90% and 97%.

The number of interrogations within each type for each subject is presented
in Appendix B. The mean difference scores for the parents and children are
presented in Table 2.

The data were amalyzed in two analysis of variance (Appendices C and D).
The first analysis of varilance compared the father versus mother difference
scores for the four interrogation types. The second analysis of variance
compared the children's difference scores when interacting with fathers versus
mothers for the four interrogation types.

No significant F-ratios resulted for these analyses.

Confidence intervals at the .05 level were computed on each mean difference

score in Table 2. The only significant difference was between the number of
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TABLE 2

Parent and Child Difference Scores and Confidence Intervals for the

Four Interrogation Types and Total

1 2 3 4
Information Behavior Knowledge Clarification Total
FCHC  0.30 1.20 1.00 0.70 1.80

(~6.04,6,69) (-5.14,7.,54) (-5.35,7.34) (-5.64,7.04) (-8.42,11.6

cFdM  -3.70% - -0.40 -0.10 -0,40 -4.30

(-6,17,-1.23) (-2.87,2.07) (-2.37,2.57) (-2.87,2.07) (-10.2,1.6)

Note: The total category also includes the miscellaneous category which was
not analyzed.

*Sipgnificant at the .05 level of confidence.
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information interrogations directed to fathers versus mothers by children. 1In
this one instance, children used significantly more information interrogations

when addressing their mothers.

DISCUSSION

From past research it is apparent that mothers employ certain strategies
,tomtggég_lgnggggg_sk;;ﬁnghen_gddressing their children (Braine, 1963; Brown
and Bellugi, 1964; Brown and Fraser, 1964; Broenm, 1972; Cannon, 1972; Phillips,
1973; Snow, 1972; Reichle, 1972; Longhurst and Stepanich, 1975)‘§§qwgpé§wta;hg;s
also can act as major language models for their children (Freidlander, Jacobs,
Davis, and Wetstone, 1972). The present study attempted to investigate dif-
ferences in the amount and type of interrogations a father usés with his child
versus the amount and type the mother of the same child uses. Also investigated
were the amount and type of interrogations a child uses with his father versus
the amount and type he uses with his mother,

Results revealed that there were no significant differences in the amount
and type of interrogations a father used with his child versus the amount and
the type the mother used with the same child.

One possible reason for this lack of significant differences in the amount
and type of interrogations used by the father versus the mother is the wide
divergence in the overall communication style among the groups of parents.
Appendix B shows the wide variability among the subjects within the groups.
This large variability has also been found. in other studies concerning adults'
verbal input to children (Riedl, 1972; Cannon, 1972; Longhurst and Stepanich,
1975) 5

An alternative explanation is that even though there was large variability

among subjects within groups, there are in fact no differences between the way



fathers and mothers interrogate their children. If this argument were extended,
fathers may employ the same kind of strategies, suchlas the use of simple,

short sentences, and a repetitive vocabulary, as do mothers when interacting
with their children. CGiattino and Hogan (1974) did find similiarities with
Previously reported data from mothers in the occurences of commonly used .
sentence types and that their father's language increased in complexity as the
._c_;h;,lg 's.age increased,

No significant differences were found in the total number of interroga-
tions a child used with his father versus those used with his mother. Results
of the type of interrogations used by the children with their fathers versus
those used with their mothers showed that the children addresscd more information
questions to their mothers and this result was significant at the .05 level of
confidence, No other question type difference was significant., Although no
measure was taken of the amount of time séent verbalizing to the child by each
parent, Lt was .R":‘,Fi.‘%?-@.. by the experimenter that the fathers spent considerable
more time talking to the children, Thus, the children probably spent consider-
ably less time verbalizing to the fathers than to the mothers. Perhaps more
information questions were addressed to the mother because the child had a
greater opportunity to verbalize with the mother,

The particular method of collecting language samples was an important
feature of this study because it allowed for a relatively unconstrained and
more naturalistic verbal interaction between each parent and the child than a
language sample collected in a laboratory ;etting. Such characteristics as
the level of language complexity used within the family, parental expectationm,

and personal Btyles of interaction secmed to be brought out in samples taken

from the home setting. Consideration of these factors must be taken into
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account if a clear understanding and description of the child's total verbal
environment is to be made,

As pointed out earlier, most studies of interrogative behavior have con-
centrated mainly on syntactic structure with very little consideration given to
the function or purpose of questions., Several authorities (Bloom, 1970;
Schlesinger, 1971) have suggested that focusing on the function of interroga-
tion might light the way to an appreciation of a child's acquisition of the use
of interrogatives. Using the four categories which defined the interrogations
according to function provided a meaningful analysis of the child's total verbal
input and output and outlined some of the most basic uses of interrogations.
These categories included most interrogations since very few interrogations were
categorized in the miscellaneous category,

The outcome of this study with respect to fathers raises some important
questions about the primary focus which has previously been put on the role of
verbél input for mothers, Further research is necessary to obtain a more
precise description of father-child interaction to determine if fathers do differ

from mothers in other areas such as sentence length or complexity or modeling

behavior,
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APPENDIX A
Instructions for Typing Protocols

1. Type the parent's and the child's speech. Type both the father and the
child for the father-child interaction. Type both the qother and the child
for the mother=-child interaction,

2. Do not use capitals (except for proper names or for the pronmoun 'I'),
comas, question marks, or any other form of punctuation in preparing the
transcripts. You will use apostrophes, however, to indicate contractions or
possession.

3. Some of the remarks made by the parents or the child may be incomprehen-
sible, If an utterance is either partially or completely incomprehensible,
so indicate by typing several dots in the space where the utterance would be
located.

4, Interjections such as 'uh' or 'er' should be omitted except wﬁen they are
used as meaningful words,

5. Include unfinished words only if you are sure what they were meant to be.
6. Type numbers uttered by the speakers as if they were written out.

7. Include repeated words in the transcript.



APPENDIX B

Number of Interrogations Within Each Type and Total

Interrogation Types

Subjects Condition
1 2 3 4 5% Total
1 FC 26 2 9 11 3 51
CF 6 0 0 1 3 10
Mt 31 0 9 7 5 52
ch 7 2 0 1 1 11
25 FC 14 7 2 3 8 34
cF 7 0 0 0 2 9
MG 23 0 9 16 3 51
ck 6 0 0 1 0 7
3. FC 21 0 11 5 1 3
ck 1 0 1 0 o 2
v 32 2 3 .8 5 50
M 0 0 0 0 0 0
4, FC 32 4 ) 10 0 58
ck 2 0 0 0 0 2
MC 12 2 26 5 1 46
ch 15 0 0 0 0 15
5. FC 19 1 6 6 7 39
¥ 2 0 0 0 0 2
He 22 2 8 7 0 39



APPENDIX B (continued)

Subjects Condition Interrogation Types
1 2 3 4 5% Total

6. FC 27 3 0 10 6 46
-3 s
CF 3 1 0 1 0 5
->
MC 30 0 1 7 2 40
M 10 2 0 0 0 12

¥ FC 42 0 10 14 2 68
-
CF 2 0 0 2 0 4
MC 36 0 6 4 0 46
-
M 0 o 0 1 0 1
->

8. FC 8 6 9 9 2 34

. e 9

CF 5 0 0 3 0 -8
MC 41 0 0 10 4 50
-
M 1 0 0 3 3 7
-+

9, FC 26 0 0 7 6 39
CF 2 0 0 0 1 2
-+
NC 16 2 18 0 2 38
-+
CM 7 1 0 3 0 11
-+

10. ¥C 8 3 31 4 4 50

CF 0 0 0 0 0 0
+ - . "
MC 14 6 0 8 1 29
CH 20 0 0 2 0 22

*
Miscellaneous category
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Analysis of Variance Comparing Father Versus Mother Difference Scores

for Four Interrogation Types

Source df MS F Probability
Subject 9 48,00 0.50 0.86058
Type 3 1,53 0.02 0.99716
Error 27 95.70
Total 39




APPENDIX D

Analysis of Variance Comparing Children's Difference Scores When Interacting

with Fathers Versus Mothers for the Four Interrogation Types

Source df MS F Probability
Subject 9 17.5 1.20 0.3349
Type 3 30.60 2.1 0.12316
Error 27 14.60
Total 39
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ABSTRACT

Ten six-year-old children and their parents served as subjects for the
experiment. Two 20-minute language samples were collected in the home setting
without the experimenter present. One language sample consisted of.a 20-minute
conversation between the father and the child. The other language sample con-
" sisted of a 20-minute conversation between the mother and the child. The
parents were encouraged to tape record the conversations at times during the
day in which they normally spend time playing or talkihg with their child.

The experimenter typed and segmented the protocols from the tape recorded ses-
sions. Interrogations within the middle 50 interaction units were identified
and categorized into four predetermined semantic categories.

Analysis of the father-child and mother-child interaction data revealed
that there were no significant differences between fathers and mothers in the
amount and type of interrogations each used with their child. Results of the
analysis of the child's speech directed to the father and child's speech
directed to the mother revealed that there were no significant differences in
the amount and type of interrogations the child used with the parents, How-
ever, a comparison of the types of interrogations the child used with each
parent revealed that the child used significantly more information questions
with the mother than with the father,

The large variability within groups necessitated a cautious conclusion.
The experimenter concluded, howevef, that there were no significant differences
in the way fathers versus mothers interrogate their children and only minimal

differences in the way children interrogate their fathers versus mothers.



