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ABSTRACT

large number of studies conducted in a European or North
American setting have shown that siblings and preschool-age
children offer the young child a less responsive language model
than the mother does. By looking at the participation of young
Wolof children from Senegal in dialogical interaction with an
adult or an older child, the present study was aimed at drawing up
a table of the situations that give rise to the first conversational
activities of Wolof children, and at analysing the support provided
to the child by adults and older siblings. Ten children between the
ages of 21 and 27 months were observed in interaction with an
adult and/or an older sibling (ranging in age between 3 years 6
months and 10 years) in their usual life environment. An essential
characteristic of this environment is the existence of polyadic
communication. In this polyadic setting, the adult appears to
impel the child into joint action and multi-party dialogue. While
older children address toddlers mainly with requests for action, in
certain socially codified interactions they prompt the young one to
enter into the dialogue. In play situations, however, it is the
younger one who manages to introduce or reintroduce topics and
whose verbal initiatives are largely taken up by older children.
The present observations of interactions between older and
younger children suggest that child-to-child speech plays an
important role here in the development of communication in the
young language learner.
A
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The present study examines communication between young siblings
and how it relates to adult-child communication in a West African
society, the Wolof of Senegal, at an age when the target child is still
learning to speak, i.e., between 211 and 30 months. No matter what
society or social group is studied, understanding the discursive practices
of adults or older siblings towards a child just beginning to learn to
speak requires familiarization with the ideas and expectations adults
have of young children, their first verbal productions, and how speech
is used in the social group under consideration. The culture’s ideas,
beliefs and expectations provide a framework that conditions language
acquisition. If we consider communicative and linguistic activity to be
actualized within the framework of socially structured events, then the
realization of an act of communication can be assumed to depend upon
the usage rules of the language, some of which are defined locally. The
well-known work by Ochs (1982) in Samoa and by Schieffelin (1979)
on the Kaluli of Papua New Guinea demonstrated a number of
differences in the communicative role children assume in exchanges
with adults, and a wide variety of places and times when verbal
exchanges take place. Hierarchical status systems in countries like
Samoa impose substantial constraints on adult-child dialogue. These
authors also showed that some of the features of the speech of White
American middle-class mothers deemed favourable to child development,
such as expansions, are lacking or marginal in Samoan or Kaluli
societies (Ochs & Schieffelin 1984).
There is now a growing body of research on young children’s
interactions in non-Western societies. Many studies have emphasized
the differences in the linguistic environments in which these children
are raised, although such differences also exist in Western settings, as
Heath’s (1983) study showed. Researchers working in various African
(Blount 1972, Rabain-Jamin 1998, Richman, LeVine, Staples New et
al. 1988), Amerindian (Brown 1998, de Le6n 1998, Gaskins 1996,
Pye 1992), and Pacific (Ochs & Schieffelin 1984, Watson-Gegeo &
Gegeo 1986) societies have found that the speech addressed directly to
infants is fairly minimal. Brown (1998) pointed out that Tzeltal Mayan
babies are talked to mostly by siblings (or doting grandparents). She
reported that it is not until the age of about age 1 ’/2 or 2 years that the
amount of speech directed at the Tzeltal child starts to increase. Brown
noted, though, that at approximately this age, mothers begin to pay
more and more attention to the child’s own communicative initiatives,
even if most of their child-directed utterances are imperatives, warnings
and imprecations aimed at controlling the little one’s behaviour. Studies
conducted in West and Central Africa, especially among the Senegalese
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Wolof and the Tupuri of Chad-Cameroon, have also shown that adults
avoid acting too familiarly toward a child for fear that the child will
some day put them in a publicly embarrassing situation (Rabain 1994,
Ruelland 1999). Language skills are viewed as essential for socially
integrating a young child and teaching him/her what duties are expected
by parents, relatives and other individuals in the surroundings.
In these different non-Western settings, the number of participants in
dialogues during a child’s early years differs from that generally
observed in Western societies. Dyads are the exception and triads or
groups are the rule (Ochs & Schieffelin 1984). Even the mother is
rarely found alone with her young child, and multi-party exchanges are
the most common type. In such multi-participant conversational
contexts, children overhear others as they speak the language (de Le6n
1998, Oshima-Takane, Goodz & Derevensky 1996). In the black
community of North Carolina described by Heath (1983), as well as in
the Kaluli society of New Guinea studied by Schieffelin (1979),
children are supposed to listen and observe the flow of conversation
taking place around them, which is generally not directed at them or
prosodically geared to their level.
De Le6n (1998), who studied Tzotzil-speaking Maya children, pointed
out precisely that interaction with prelinguistic infants is not insignificant
if one takes the broader view that encompasses the various direct and
indirect ways a child can take part in a conversation. Relying on a
model of linguistic participation derived from Goffman’s (1974) and
Clark’s (1996) analyses, where focal or explicitly ratified participants
are distinguished from side participants and overhearers, she showed
that Zinacantec Mayan infants are socialized as participants in a flow of
dyadic and polyadic interactions.
In such multi-party contexts, prompting routines aimed at teaching
the child the proper use of social discourse are quite common. These
routines have been well described for the Kaluli (Schieffelin 1979), and
also for the Kwara’ae of the Solomon Islands (Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo
1986), the Mexican Maya (de Le6n 1998) and the Basotho of Lesotho
(Demuth 1986). They are also present in the Wolof of Senegal (Rabain
1994, Rabain-Jamin 1998). Prompting routines involve third parties,
who are very often siblings. It is incidentally, then, rather than
intentionally that researchers have approached the problem of older
children’s conversational participation in societies like these, where
extensive caregiving by children is practised (Barton & Tomasello
1994). Brown’s (1998) remark that Tzeltal Mayan babies are talked to
mostly by siblings indirectly provides the rationale for attempting a
more targeted description of children’s exchanges with individuals in
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their surroundings. Attempting to understand verbal communication
between young children appears crucial to the study of language
acquisition in non-Western cultures, due to the importance in these
societies of both early relationships and interdependence among siblings
(Nuckolls 1993, Weisner 1989).
In anthropology, there is an entire research tradition that focuses on
the roles siblings play in the care of the youngest children in their home
environments (Whiting & Edwards 1988, Whiting & Whiting 1975).
Although sibling caregiving is a form of social support used by families
in many of the world’s cultures (Weisner & Gallimore 1977, Zukow
1989), in several non-Western societies, older siblings start attending to
the youngest child at a very early age, and the amount of responsibility
for an infant assumed by the sibling caregiver is unusual (Whiting &
Whiting 1975). Older children are required to watch, care for and
entertain the infant. This practice has been described in African and
Pacific societies, as well as in some of the Mayan groups of Mexico by
the authors mentioned above. Maynard ( 1999) reported that, in Zinacantec
Mayan socialization, older siblings are explicitly in charge of keeping
the younger one happy, with consequences for themselves if they
do not.
One can assume that the practice of child caregiving creates a
context that is conducive to the development of a young child’s social
interaction skills. Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo (1989) suggested that, while
Kwara’ae parents are more ’sophisticated’ than child caregivers and
thereby present an infant with complex verbal stimulations through
routines, ’it is Kwara’ae siblings who provide infants with a great
diversity of cognitively and socially stimulating experiences,’ an
argument also proposed by Leiderman & Leiderman (1977) in regard
to Gikuyu child caregivers.
A number of studies on sibling relations have been conducted in
different groups of Mayan Indians. Gaskins (1996) described children’s
play activities in the Yucatec Maya, while examining the Mayan adult’s
cultural beliefs about the nature of children and play. She noted that
older children structure and direct younger children’s play. In her
analysis of the structuring role of repetition in Tzeltal adult-child
interaction, Brown (1998) included the observation of dialogues
between young 2- to 4-year-old Tzeltal Maya children, where ’dialogic
repetition’ provides a context that facilitates the early analysis and use
of verbs. Maynard (1999) analysed the organization and development
of teaching in the interactions of Zinacantec Maya siblings using
discourse variables as measures of children’s teaching abilities. In
Zinacantec society, when a 2-year-old child joins the older siblings, the
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younger child is generally accepted by the older ones. Maynard found
that teaching skills develop between the ages of 4 and 8-11 years. Only
the older children (ages 8-11) exhibited true scaffolding behaviour
with respect to the young child: they simplified tasks and supplied
explanations and evaluations. However, when a 6-year-old sibling was
the eldest child present, he/she engaged in some teaching activity,
leading and orchestrating the play. The teaching behaviour of 3- to 5year-olds appears to be mostly nonverbal; they are in fact carrying out
the task themselves and are usually willing to let their sibling join in,
the two children acting as ’side-by-side co-operators’ (Maynard 1999).
A systematic study of the child-directed speech of mothers and older
children was conducted by Harkness (1977) in a Kipsigis community in
Kenya. In a small sample of eight children, she compared the speech of
mothers and 4- to 8-year-old siblings addressing 2- to 3’h-year-old
children. The Kipsigis mothers and children did not differ significantly
from each other in the use of repetition, echoing and language practices
(e.g., ordering the child to say something). However, the speech of the
mothers and children differed in utterance complexity and minimum
length (MLU), with the mothers providing a more complex speech
environment than the children. Maternal speech was also characterized
by more continuous dialogue and a higher frequency of questions in
comparison with the children’s speech. On the other hand, the children
produced significantly more statements than did the mothers. Harkness
showed that mothers and children alike adjusted the amount (in the case
of mothers) and the complexity of their speech to fit the young subject’s
MLU. Mothers asked more questions with linguistically less advanced
children, whereas older siblings repeated more. Harkness concluded
that mothers and children each provide a somewhat different kind of
language environment to a young child.
This brief review of the research shows that studies devoted solely to
siblings’ linguistic interactions in African, Asian or Meso-American
settings are still quite scarce compared with work done in European
and American cultures. In several studies conducted in Europe or North
America, young children’s communication with adults has been compared
with their exchanges with peers. It has been shown that, unlike peer
behaviours, maternal behaviours promote young children’s (15 months)
use of the most sophisticated communication devices in their repertoire
(Bakeman & Adamson 1984). The features of maternal speech that
seem to support the development of the child have been identified in
studies that correlate the mother’s speech to the child’s language
development. Some of the beneficial means mothers use are questions,
utterances that are similar to the prior utterance in content but different
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in syntactic form, topic-extending responses to the child’s speech, and
the maintenance of a joint attentional focus while conversing (HoffGinsberg 1986, 1987, Hoff-Ginsberg & Krueger 1991 ).
The speech of American preschool children has some of the features
of motherese; preschoolers simplify their sentences and use selfrepetitions (Sachs & Devin 1976, Shatz & Gelman 1973). However, a
large number of Euro-American studies have shown that siblings and
preschool children offer the younger child a less responsive language
model than the mother’s. They spend less time sharing the attentional
focus of the young one; they do not provide as much support for the
toddler’s speech and do less prompting to pursue a topic of
, conversation. They experience more breakdowns and fewer successful
repairs. Finally, the speech they address to their younger sibling is
much more directive (Barton & Tomasello 1994, Dunn & Kendrick
1982, Mannle & Tomasello 1987, Mannle, Barton & Tomasello 1991,
Martinez 1987, Tomasello & Mannle 1985).
In these Euro-American studies, the conversational assistance older
siblings can provide to a young learner varies with age. Hoff-Ginsberg
& Krueger (1991) compared the conversations of mothers and siblings
speaking to children between the ages of 18 months and 3 years. Their
analysis of the support provided to the young boy or girl during a
conversation showed that 7- to 8-year-old siblings produce more
supporting speech than do 4- to 5-year-olds, but less than their mothers.
The children’s age and the context in which the speech emerges must
be taken into account. In the case of peer relations, some authors like
de Weck (1997), who studied a sample of Swiss children in an
experimental situation, noted a training effect produced by the presence
of a child speaker. De Weck found that when a 4- or 5-year-old child is
interacting with a same-age peer, the child’s verbal participation may
turn out to be greater than that observed with an adult partner.
Finally, in European or American cultures, the overall contribution of
siblings to the language development of the child has been approached
in terms of a ’linguistic bridge’ (Barton & Tomasello 1994), a hypothesis
proposed earlier by Gleason (1975) regarding the father. In this view,
the father (and likewise an older sibling) - being more directive, less
tuned to the child and more inclined to trigger communicative breaks
than the mother - bridges the gap within the family and with respect to
the outside world by requiring the child to produce utterances that abide
by certain conventions. For these authors, the father fosters the child’s
language acquisition by setting high lexical standards. The effect of
siblings is different, because the siblings’ lack of support for the
infant’s early conversational attempts requires the language-learning
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child to make adjustments. The infant is left to her/his own devices for
effective communication with brothers and sisters. For Barton and
Tomasello, it is plausible that siblings’ unresponsiveness could lead
younger children to infer that they must make the attempts to converse,
perhaps several times before getting the desired response from their

partner.
Recent studies focusing on language development have analysed
multi-party conversational contexts in Western societies, where they are
mostly found in families with two or more children. Dunn & Shatz
(1989) noted that the role played by a young child in a multi-party
context is an active one. They showed how children between 24 and 36
months are capable of entering appropriately into conversations between
their mother and an older sibling. Children of this age are gradually
learning to produce utterances that are more and more suited to the
social goals of other people’s conversations (Bernicot & Roux 1998).
In many African societies, the relative positions of the older and
younger child are different from those described by Dunn & Shatz
(1989) in a Western setting. Mothers do not necessarily place priority
on conversing with older children, and the youngest child in the family
is apt to be the focus of family recreation (Harkness 1977). In Wolof
homes, for example, the youngest child is the centre of attention at snack
distribution time (peanuts, cookies, berries, etc.) and in situations where
the child is asked, fairly insistently, to give out food to others, a common
event in this culture (Rabain 1994, Zempleni-Rabain 1973). In interaction
with the mother and the younger child, the older sibling tends, through
speech, to manage the privileges of the last-born, while the mother strives
to build the older-younger sibling relationship. One study on reported
speech (’He said’) and prompts (’Tell him’) - two common devices a
Wolof mother or older sibling can employ to report the words ’spoken’
by a young child (between 16 and 28 months) or to suggest appropriate
replies the child might make to a third party (adult or older sibling) showed that like the mother and other familiar adults, older siblings use
both these forms of discourse (Rabain-Jamin 1998). Reported speech,
more prevalent to children younger than 2 years, is indicative of greater
centring on the child’s actions, which can be seen as favourable to
language acquisition. Dunn & Shatz (1989) found that more of young
children’s intrusions are likely to be relevant if the topic of the previous
speaker’s turn is the child, even when the child is only 24 months old. It
seems that reported speech enables the mother or older sibling to provide
supporting repetitions or reformulations of the child’s utterance that fit
into the polyadic context. With the phrase ’he said’, for instance, the
mother-child dialogue is opened up to third parties.

364

COMMUNICATION BETWEEN WOLOF CHILDREN AND ADULTS OR OLDER
SIBLINGS

observations of interactions among children remain the major
focus of this study, some general information about adult-child
dialogues is necessary, insofar as early verbal exchanges with the
mother, here as elsewhere, form the basic foundation of the child’s
sibling or peer relationships (Snow 1995). One can assume that
dialogues between the child and older siblings are affected by several
factors, some of which are the linguistic development of the young
. child, the age of the older sibling, whether the communicative situation
is dyadic or polyadic, and the goal of the interaction. Because the
targeted child is a language learner, it is important to pay particular
attention to exchanges involving repetition, i.e., reproduction of a given
speech segment without extensive modification, a behaviour which has
been analysed and proven to play a role at this age in the joint
construction of child-adult dialogue (Brown 1998, Folger & Chapman
1978, Veneziano, Sinclair & Berthoud 1990). Repetitions of this type
were also described by Keenan (1977) in interactions between children.
According to this author, repetition enables the child to accomplish
communicative acts that would not be achievable otherwise. It may
have various functions: commenting, agreeing, querying or imitating. If
nothing else, repetition by echoing is a reflection of the fact that the
child is engaged in the situation (Ninio & Snow 1996); he/she is
fulfilling the obligations of a conversational partner.
Interactions with older siblings aged 3 to 5 years probably also
provide the occasion for the still-linguistically-inept young child to
learn that he/she must make the conversational overtures in order to
enter into an exchange. One way of evaluating this would be to see
whether the initiatives the young child takes to introduce a new topic,
or reintroduce an old one, are taken up by the older sibling. In contrast,
it can be assumed that the young child will find more supporting
behaviours and helpful strategies for maintaining the conversation in
interactions with a sibling age 8 or older, where the older sibling takes
on the adult-assigned social role of support for the younger sister
or brother. An intermediate situation would exist in a more ’balanced’
dialogue between a young child whose linguistic development is
more advanced and a familiar older child acting as a sort of same-age

Although

peer.

After discussing adult-child dialogue, the present paper will focus on
the following aspects of older-younger sibling dialogues: the specific
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role

played by playful echoing in a polyadic
young child actually participates in the dialogue.

context, and how the

Ethnographic and linguistic background
Wolof is classified among the West Atlantic group of the Niger-Congo
family of languages. It is one of six national languages of Senegal, but
it is used as the language of relations and exchanges by more than 80%
of the population of Senegal (Fal, Santos & Doneux 1990). A distinction
exists between urban Wolof and rural Wolof. The latter - of interest to
us here - has been less affected by borrowing (Robert 1991). The
present study was conducted in two Baol villages, located about 100
km from Dakar, with about 900 and 1200 inhabitants. I have been
conducting studies on child socialization in these villages since 1965
and am well known to the villagers (Rabain 1994, Zempleni-Rabain
1973). Each of these villages has a school where teaching is done in
French. The village children start school at the age of 7 or 8, although
some begin Koranic school (in Arabic) when they are 4 or 5. Virtually
all the married women speak only Wolof, and just two or three of them
have had a few years of schooling. The Wolof are polygamous, and the
co-spouses live in separate homes in the head of household’s
compound. The compounds vary in size between 5 and 25 persons. In
the largest ones, which are divided into units, it is not uncommon for a
child to have half-siblings or cousins of about the same age.
METHOD

Ten children

(4 boys and 6 girls) between the ages of 21 and 27 months
24.1) were videotaped in interaction with an adult and/or several
older siblings (ranging in age between 3’/2 and 10 years) in the child’s
usual life environment. The 10 families in this study belonged to a
larger sample of 20 families in which the older children (ages 3 to 5)
were observed in a study aimed at analysing playtime conversation.
Video recordings lasting about an hour were made of the 2-year-old
children in a variety of everyday situations. Visits were repeated two or
three times. One hour of observation that contained a relatively
continuous series of episodes of verbal exchange with either the mother

(M

=

older sibling was selected for each child.
The mother’s discourse (sometimes in combination with that of the
paternal grandmother) was analysed for 7 (4 girls and 3 boys) of the 10
children in the sample. These children were the ones for whom there
was a corpus of at least 50 maternal utterances (ranging from 49 to 77).
The total number of maternal utterances analysed was 431. Compared
or an
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with the figures reported in the Euro-American literature, this might
seem like a small number of child-directed utterances for an hour of
observation. However, it should be borne in mind that the context was
polyadic and the interactions took place in a natural setting. Other
individuals who were present at the time (co-wives or other women in
the household, siblings and cousins) also took part in the exchanges.
Regarding the dialogues among the children, both qualitative and
quantitative data are presented. The quantitative results pertain to four
sibling dyads where enough data were obtained (from 34 to 76
utterances for the older sibling). The younger siblings were one boy (24
months) and three girls (24, 27 and 30 months). The older siblings were
three girls (ranging in age between 3 years 3 months and 5 years) and a

9-year-old boy.
Although the observer had acquired some knowledge of Wolof
during her field studies, the dialogues were translated from Wolof with
the assistance of two Wolof-speaking Senegalese students. The
transcriptions were done in compliance with the conventions currently
in effect in Senegal (Fal, Santos & Doneux 1990).
Observation procedures
The interaction situations differed not only by the age and linguistic
development of the participating children, but also by the number of
participants present and the type of activity taking place. The children
were observed with adults in the courtyard of the compound, where
they were busy carrying out their normal activities (snacking, episodic
play with objects, comings and goings while the mother pounded
millet). Interactions among the children were observed during these
same types of events, as well as during more lengthy symbolic play
such as cooking, selling, or playing with dolls. The play objects
included pots, lids, empty bottles, rag and stick dolls, and rolling
objects made from tin cans and wire. Some manufactured toys (a doll
and a top) were also present.
Interactions involving more than two individuals were the most
frequent type observed. Purely dyadic adult-child or child-child
exchanges usually stood out as short episodes against a backdrop of
multi-party interaction. On some occasions, the children were observed
relating to each other in the presence of an adult, generally with little
intervention on the adult’s part. As Rogoff, Mistry, Goncii & Mosier
(1993) reported for Mayan mothers, in object-centred play the Wolof
adult is rarely a playmate (Rabain-Jamin 1989) - playing with a child is
out of place, since this role is held by older siblings. When groups of
children were found playing at a distance from adults, the 2-year-old
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was

usually

an

integral part

ot the group but

stayed

off to the side.

He/she

appeared to be accepted in the group and could take part in the
activity. Older siblings had to respond to the child’s requests and ensure
his/her well-being or else they would be punished. The ’baby’s’ interactions with older siblings were predominantly nonverbal. Short dyadic
interactions generally gave rise to more verbal exchanges.
The situations observed differed not only as to the types of partners
present, but also in the types of constraints imposed on the dialogue by
the activity taking place. Three situations could be distinguished. In the
first, there is a specific external demand, a task to execute, and one of
the major functions of discourse is to facilitate co-operative action so
that the activity in progress can unfold. In this case, practical activity
tends to take over for language: this occurred when the children were
building or making things (e.g., making a toy horse-drawn cart or a
fence of millet straw to separate the compounds, playing with blocks).
In the second situation, communication itself seems to be the prevailing
purpose for speaking. This is often the case in conversations between
the child and an adult. In the third, the activity in which the language
functions is created by the discourse itself, as in symbolic play. In all
three cases, though, there was both a pre-established framework and
some degree of freedom for the conversers.
Only a few categories of analysis were chosen to account for the
mother’s participation, given that the mothers were not the main target
of this study. The speech act categories defined by Searle & Vanderveken
(1985) were used. Only those acts produced by the mothers to address
the child were noted (see Rabain-Jamin & Sabeau-Jouannet 1997).
These included assertives (’The doll fell’, ’The ball is gone’), directives
(classified as action requests, as in ’Stop hitting’ or ’Bend down and
carry it’, and information requests, as in ’Whose doll is this?’ or ’What
are you feeding him for breakfast?’), commissives (’I’m going to have
Mb~ne carry it’, ’If you hurt my baby, you’ll be sorry’) and expressives
(’Of all the nerve!’). In addition, a few examples of mother-child
interaction were examined to provide a fine-grained view of the
maternal verbal strategies used in moments of intimacy.
In order to capture the ways in which the older sibling and the child
managed the interlocutionary exchange, three variables were analysed:
(1) the speech acts produced by an older sibling to address the child;
(2) the child’s participation level, measured in terms of the number and
percentage of utterances in the dialogue as a whole; (3) the child’s
thematic initiatives pursued by the older sibling, including ones that
brought a new element into the conversation, and ones that corresponded
to partial topic shifts to an already shared discourse object, or, more
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TABLE 1.

*

Frequency oj’diffet-etit pragmatic categories
Wolof mothers (%)

addressed to the child

by

in the

speech of

his/her mother

topic. Finally, certain
types of discursive chains between the two partners’ utterances were
also analysed, as in playful echoing, where, if nothing more, the child is
given some information about the effectiveness of his/her communication.
frequently

at this age, to reintroductions

of an old

RESULTS

Communication between

a

young

Wolof child and an
the speech acts of

adult

The quantitative results concern
the mothers. Only
those speech acts produced by the mother and addressed to the child
will be considered here, which means that the mother’s statements
about the child expressed in the third person and made publicly to the
audience were not included. These statements varied in number across
contexts.

The results presented in Table 1 show that in the mothers’ childdirected speech, a mean of 27.2% of the utterances were assertions.
Directives were produced the most. Action requests, mostly in the form
of orders, attained an average of 49.9% of the total, whereas information
requests averaged 16.1 %. There were also some expressives, averaging
5.5%, and a few rare commissives, but only in some of the corpora.
The large number of orders observed here is in line with the findings
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in the studies by Harkness (1977) on Kipsigis mothers in Kenya and by
Rabain-Jamin & Sabeau-Jouannet ( 1997) on immigrant mothers from
Senegal living in France. In contrast, studies conducted in Europe and
in the United States suggest that, depending on the analysis grid used,
questions or information requests are the most prevalent types of acts in
the mother’s speech (Rondal 1983). Granted, information requests by
the mother were less frequent in the Wolof corpus than for Western
mothers, but their presence reflects the fact that the mothers tried to
communicate with their child and that, during moments of intimacy,
they diversified their speech acts. However, the mother’s demands on
her still-learning toddler remain limited. Example 1 is an illustration of
a dialogue between a mother and her child named Diara, 22 months:

( 1 ) (Diara approaches her mother, who is sitting

on a peanut sack
with her back against the wall. In her hand, she has a little
sachet of candy called muraake (mixture of couscous, roasted
peanut butter and sugar) given to her by her grandmother, who
had made it to sell at the market. The mother is speaking
softly to the child. It is a moment of intimacy.)

Diara:
Mother:
Diara:
Mother:
Mother:
Diara:
Mother:
Diara:
Mother:
Diara:
Mother:
Diara:
Mother:

Muaake (slight mispronunciation of muraake).
Hm?
Muaake.
Muraake.
Ku koy defar-? (Who made it?)

(says something unintelligible).
Hm?
Maam (grandmother).
Maam man? (Which grandmother?)
Muaake.
Muraake.
Muaake.
Hmm ... muraake.

This dialogue is characterized by a question-answer format and the
mother’s imitative uptakes. In European or American societies,
question-answer sequences are part of the general scaffolding strategies
used by mothers (Ninio & Bruner 1978). The recurring and structured
framework that exists in these situations makes the partners’ behaviours
predictable. The data gathered here show that Wolof mothers also find
opportune times for expressing their demands to their 2-year-olds. As
the example presented shows, they ask graduated category questions, in
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sequences where repetition predominates and simple uptakes act as
markers of agreement on the topic. Without claiming generality, let us
note in passing that 22-month-old Diara’s productions tended to be
tuned both pragmatically and prosodically to the addressee. In
dialogues with her mother, she named objects and responded to
questions, and only with her grandmother did she tend to make requests
for help or food.
Interactions between children in

l1lulti-party settings: playful repetition

three-party situations involving an adult, an older sibling and the
young child, the children’s interaction strategies may differ from those
found in cases where an adult is not present. We have seen that the
Wolof multi-party setting promotes the appearance of two types of
routines, reported speech and prompting routines, which presuppose
the existence of at least three partners (Rabain-Jamin 1998). Although
the mother appears to be the principal generator of reported speech in
16- to 22-month-olds, reported speech is one of the first forms used by
older siblings to scaffold the communicative efforts of the ’baby’
(Rabain-Jamin 1998). This is illustrated by an example in which an
older girl (age 4;7) says about her 27-month-old sister, as she holds out
her arm to take back her cup, ’Ne na moo t7ioot7i kop bi’ (’She said the
cup is hers’). Repetitions among children constitute another way of
taking the partner’s discourse into account, and are a manifestation of
the two children’s engagement in a shared discursive space.
Imitative uptakes in adult-child relating have been described in many
cultures. They also exist between a Wolof adult and child. But the
present data point out another place where they are found: in multiparty interactions where older siblings are taking an active part. The
youngest child may be prompted to repeat portions of utterances
produced by older siblings on the previous speaking turn, or an older
child may take up on and imitate the young child’s sometimes-truncated
expressions. Older and younger siblings imitate each other and repeat
what the other says, appropriating portions of utterances in various
pragmatic situations (e.g., snacking on candy or storytelling); this is
illustrated in Example 2.
In

(2) (The grandmother has just opened

a pack of l1luraake in front
of Diara (22 months old and weaned not long ago), who is
sitting on her lap. Diara takes some. Her older brother Pape
(5;8) holds out his opened hand in front of Diara, who
responds with a little laugh. Pape takes some from the
grandmother’s hand and puts it in his mouth with a grunt of
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pleasure, which Diara repeats.
to her grandmother’s breast.

Diara goes for

a

short moment

Pape says to his grandmother ’A~oaw bit ko lekkul jox mu ko’
(Grandmother, if she isn’t eating it, give it to me). Diara looks
at Pape and repeats, ’A~7w.. o (inaudible)’ (Grandmother...).
Pape says to Diara, ’Maj’ ma’ (Give me). Diara repeats, ’May
ma...
May t7ia’ (Give me... give me) accentuating her
statement with a chin movement. She takes some muraake

from the

grandmother’s hand and gives it to Pape, ‘ent’ (for
’am’, meaning ‘Here’ ). Pape says to Diara, ‘ Yaa lekk bu mu
je_r’ (You’re the one who ate it all up).
A little later, the grandmother announces, ’Gline
nclax fiu xollil t?ia’ (I have to see the children

)’i

war-

naav

do
Diara murmurs as she looks at
the sack of peanuts, ’date.. olli’, which for her means ger-te
xolli (peanuts... shell). Pape repeats this, hitting the peanut
sack, ’date’ (ger-te, of peanuts) and attracts the grandmother’s
attention again, this time to the fact that Diara is sucking a
coin saying ‘Diara ~~.v /7o ko’ (Diara put it in her mouth).
seet

so

they’ll

shelling [of peanuts] for me).

This

example illustrates the (often partial) repetitions that occur between
any two of the three partners. In this situation where food is circulating,
both the older and the younger child are motivated to take up on each
other’s gestures. The young girl starts to express her reaction to her
brother’s words by laughing, and then repeats part of what her brother
said to the grandmother (maam). Next she repeats the request he
addressed to her (may ma), intensifying the tone and gesture. A little
later, she repeats part of the remark she heard the grandmother make
(date olli). Her brother follows suit, echoing her by repeating the
mispronounced word she used to rcfer to the peanut (date instead of
ger-te). He hits the peanut sack and shows, via a gesture, that the little
girl’s message has been clearly registered and understood. The
utterances of all three participants are repeated. But the grandmother
seems to be ignoring the play, with only the brother and sister repeating
each other’s remarks. They are the two privileged social partners, and
only their repetitions appear to be socially relevant in this context.
Depending on the nature and conditions in which the discourse is
framed, playful repetitions can take on various forms and functions.
They become systematic in instructional dialogues where much older
siblings also take part (10 or older). Example 3, a dialogue that
announces an upcoming storytelling session, shows how, via repetition,
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older siblings promote the appropriation by the child of lexical items or
of elements of a pre-existing script. The accent is placed on the
obligation to participate, the necessity of taking one’s turn. The child is
prompted to pronounce the word ‘Leeboon’ used by the storyteller to
indicate that he/she is about to tell a story. Then the child learns
’L//7~oy!’, the response the audience makes. In the traditional script, the
audience (A) replies to the storyteller (S) in a pre-established alternating
sequence whose canonical form is as follows (Magel 1984):

(3) S: Lééboon,
A: Lippoon,
S: Amoon na fi (Once upon a time),
A: Daan na am (It often happened that),
S: Ba mu amee yaa fekkee (When it was so, were you
A: Yaa wax ma digg (You speak and I listen).
(The rest of the story follows.)

there)?

Two other phrases that may be announced before the story proper are
‘Waxi tey matula g[»i ’ (Today’s words aren’t worth believing) and ‘Sa
jos a ci raw’ (Yours even less).

(4) (Most of the family is assembled in the room. Present are the
mother, the oldest sister Soxna (aged 13), brothers Omar (10),
Djiby (8), Iba (6), Modu (4) and Niaye, a 22-month-old girl.
The atmosphere is an excited one, because at the very beginning
of my visit Iba (6) told a short version of the story of the fish
seller who had been tricked by a dog he thought was
dangerous. Modu, the 4-year-old brother, wants to take his
turn being the storyteller. Iba criticizes him, saying ’yow
dangay d8b8do;e’ (You, you just patch the pieces together).
Modu nevertheless starts a few sentences from another story
and then stops, no longer inspired. Niaye’s mother then asks
the toddler to take her turn.)

(Mother leans towards Niaye who is playing with some
pots)
Mother: Niaye léébel... (Niaye, tell).
Niaye: Lééloon (slight mispronunciation of lééboon).
Iba:
Lippoon.
Mother: Waaw kay (Yes really).
Niaye: (says nothing)
Iba:
Lippoofz.

small
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Niaye:
Soxna:

Niaye:
Soxna:

Niaye:
Iba:

Niaye:
Soxna:
Iba:

Niaye:
Iba:
The last
more

(in a chanting way as she rolls a bottle in the sand)
Léélool1.. léélool1.. lééloon.
L66boon.. Niave... 166boot7.
Lééloon... lééloon (she repeats this 6 times).
Am na ku fi defoon nii (Once there was someone who
did something).
Data nyi.
At7i na ku fi defoon nii (Once there was someone who
did something).
Daa l1yi.
Nel daan na am (Say ’It often happens that’).
Daan na am (It often happens that).
Daa ~o/?! (It often happens that).
Daa na am (It often happens that).

phrase

was

repeated

in alternation

by Niaye

and Iba five

times, and then taken up again in alternation for quite

a

long

time.
This example reminds us of Schieffelin’s (1979) famous study on
instructed repetition in Kaluli, where it was used for a different
purpose. Here, older children and adults teach the 22-month-old child
the opening dialogue that comes before storytelling. After the
narrations of the two older siblings, the mother asked Niaye to take her
turn. Niaye correctly replied with the first phrase of the prologue. Her
brother Iba supplied the rest. After a series of identical repetitions, the
sister Soxna (aged 13) demanded more, making a generic utterance that
announced the beginning of the story proper: ’~/~ na ku fi defoon nii’
(Once there was someone who did something). Niaye repeated only
part of this, so Iba supplied the exact uptake. The sister then proposed a
shorter phrase: ’Nel daan na am’ (Say ‘It often happened that’). Iba
was faster than Niaye and repeated the phrase, and Niaye followed suit.
This alternate repeating went on between Iba and Niaye. For the rest of
the observation period, Iba was to able to get Niaye to repeat the basic
phrase several times when the eldest sister had failed to do so.
A young child’s access to the dialogue routines that precede
storytelling relies on assistance provided by adults and older siblings.
The child learns to link his/her speech properly into the discourse of
another person. In this example the mother took the initiative in order
to engage the child and was then quickly relayed by the older siblings,
following a hierarchical system. Note that at this age a verbatim
repetition of the previous utterance is regarded as a good reply. Then
the oldest sister raised the complexity level, presenting a more
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different prosodic markers, before going on
to lower the requirements in accordance with the child’s response. She
modified her demands in an attempt to come closer to what the little
one would actually be able to imitate. The 13-year-old sister thus
seemed to be providing scaffolding, as an adult does, that fell within
the child’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky 1978). The 6-yearold brother, on the other hand, started by creating a narration situation
that provided a model for the child. After that, he acted as a helper to
the sister and also as an independent monitor. His goal was not

complicated

utterance with

language learning; he was ’playing at’ linking together alternating
repetitions of the same phrase. Like the baby, he was fully enjoying the
repeating and chanting, and as such, he turned out to be an effective
instructor for the young child, who tended to go along.
Communication between children without
par-ticipation modes

an

adult: the young child s

paint an overall picture of the speech of older siblings when
baby brother or sister, the speech acts produced by the
talking
older children were also noted. In the three dyads where the older sister
was between 3;3 and 4;7 (mean 3;7), the results indicated a high
number of directives. The majority of these were requests for action
In order to

to their

(55.3-77.7%), and requests for information were scarce (2.8-7.9%).
The percentage of assertives varied more ( 1 1.1-31.5%), but there were
only a few commissives (1.3-8.8%) and expressives (2.8-3.9%). The
contained an older child, a 9-year-old, and his speech act
turned
out to be different: he produced fewer requests for action
pattern
more
and
(43.4%)
requests for information (28.3%). His age and
situation
(the mother was absent at the beginning of the
particular
accentuated
his responsibilities as a child caregiver.
interaction)
fourth

dyad

Intrusion

of the young child in

an

older siblings

activity

European and American researchers who study request production by
young children have interpreted some of their results in terms of the
child’s anticipation of how co-operative the partner is likely to be
(Ervin-Tripp, O’Connor & Rosenberg 1982). In relating to a 2-year-old
who is still not very skilful at speaking, a 3- or 5-year-old sibling may
be less co-operative than an older one. In such a situation, the dialogue
is not as dense and may be interlaced with periods of silence when the
older sibling is concentrating on his/her own activity. A young child
who tries to intrude or be part of an older sibling’s current activity will
have to use gestural and linguistic means to introduce a new focus of
attention, usually by way of objects that will capture the older sibling’s
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interest. Example 5 is an illustration of this. In the sequence presented,
number of initiatives are taken by a 2-year-old boy, Ibou, whose
linguistic production skills are still limited, as he tries to get included in
the activity of an older parallel cousin, Asta (3;4). The episode lasts a
total of6’/2 minutes. It can be divided into several sub-sequences, some
in which communication between the children is successful and some
where it is not. The full scenario, although spread out over time, has
some degree of thematic consistency. To improve readability, it is
divided into five parts: (a) preparing the meal, (b) taking care of
the baby, (c) getting additional materials, (d) feeding the baby, and (e)
carrying the baby.
a

(5)

a.

Asta (3;4) and her cousin Ibou (2;0) are in the courtyard in
front of their house. Asta is cooking in a gourd. Ibou is
trying to add handfuls of sand: ‘Ant.. am.. am... am... am’
(Here.. here.. here.. here.. here). At first, Asta ignores Ibou,
and then, as he manages to throw some sand into her gourd,
she expresses disapproval with a click of the tongue.

b. Ibou moves away and picks up a toy bench with an animal’s
head that Asta uses as a doll. He takes it to Asta: ‘Am’
(Here). Asta takes it and then gives it back to him, saying
‘Arn, am.. am yëkkëtil ma’ (Here, here.. here raise [take it
from] me). After moving away, Ibou comes back with the
doll, and Asta asks for it: ‘Indi ko’ (Give it). She lays it
down on its side on a stair step: ’Maangi koy teg fz’ (I’m
laying it down here). Ibou touches it. Asta then turns
around to lay a loincloth on the bench doll: ’Xaaral ma
embe ko lii’ (Wait until I wrap it with this). Ibou leans over
the covered doll and hits it several times: ’eee’
(vocalization with a rising intonation normally used by an
older child to warn a younger one), ’doo fi[ggl?’ (Can’t you
hear?). Asta continues her cooking.
c.

On all fours, Ibou moves away from the doll and towards a
sandal. In a singsongy voice, he says, ‘aye... aye.. ta3~e...
daye... daye... daye, daye wi’ (ayoo is a typical lullaby-like
sound and dall wi means the shoe, with dall yi being the
plural form). He picks up the sandal: ’dall yi... da. ji’ (the
shoes...). On the way, he also picks up a pot and
announces, ’pot bangi nii’ (the pot is here) and holds it out
to Asta saying, ‘am... am’ (here, here). Asta takes the pot:
’Indil’ (Give) and then requests, ‘Indi dall wi... indil’ (Give
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the shoe ... give). Ibou gives her the sandal and indicates
that the other sandal is missing by pointing to it: ’bee... bee’
(that one, that one). He goes and gets it and brings it back
to Asta: ‘Am’ (Here).
d. Ibou approaches the step where the bench doll is lying. He
raises the loincloth and cries as he looks at Asta, ‘kii... kii’
(that one, that one) pointing at the doll. Asta, still busy
cooking, asks, ’Ko karT la?’ (Who is it?). Ibou leans over
the doll and repeats, ’A-ii... k-ii.. kii’ (This one, this one). Asta
takes the doll on her lap, feeds it, and lays it back down.
e.

Ibou takes the sandals, hits them together to shake off the
sand, and announces, ’e te... e tegi dall yi’ (e te... take off
the shoes). He throws them down, ridding the cooking area
of inappropriate objects, and then goes to get them back,
saying ’dall yi’ (the shoes). Asta asks for them: ’Indil’
(Give) but Ibou takes them away. Asta says nothing,
continuing her cooking. Ibou puts the sandals vertically on
his back as if he were carrying a baby and says, ‘Ayoo
nenne
Ayoo nenne’ (’Ayoo baby’, a known lullaby); he
goes away keeping them close to him and chanting ’4voo
nerzne .
...

The older

girl was engaged here in symbolic play and marked her
relationship with the other child by avoiding him. What was at stake for
the youngster was being accepted by the older girl as a play partner.
Not only were the young child’s verbal production skills limited, but the
older girl’s verbal involvement in the interaction was restricted by her
tenacity in maintaining the cooking activity and keeping it to herself.
By means of both verbal and nonverbal offers, the young child was able
to make plain his desire to enter into the exchange. In a study on
exchanges between toddlers in French day-care centres, Montagner
(1978) showed that offering an object is a way for a child to initiate
communication with others during the preverbal period. The older girl
made use of directives addressed to the younger one, thereby assigning
him a social role that fitted with his status as a subordinate. Being
gradually caught up in the interlocutionary mesh, she made a few
comments of the assertive type, such as ’I’m laying it down here’. After
having finally succeeded with his initial offer, the little boy devised his
participation strategy. He tried to attract the older girl’s attention by
producing deictic forms such as ’dall wi’ (the shoe), ’dall yi’ (the
shoes), ’bee... bee’ (that one... that one), and ’pot bangi nii’ (the pot is
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Number and percentage of utterances by each child in a
with respect to the total number of utterances for that dyad

TABLE 2.

dyad

here). The little boy did

manage in the end to capture the interest of the
girl,
supported her cousin’s discourse for a short while, using
as
interrogation a conversation maintenance strategy: ’Who is it?’ This
strategy was limited by the child’s answer, which was a simple selfrepetition. Finally, at the end of the sequence, communication broke
down and the toddler started an activity of his own (carrying his own
baby on his back), an as-yet-unrealized event in the ’playing with dolls’
script initially developed in interaction with the older girl. After having
treated the sandals as real shoes, he was able to find a symbolic use that
is common in child play, that of a baby being carried on the back. The
young child’s initiatives to reintroduce or change the topic or sub-topic
can be seen as a quantitative indication of the place the young child
occupies in the dialogue.

older

who

Tlze young child s participation in the dialogue
The extent of dialogue participation by older children and by the young
child, as well as the initiatives taken by each, were measured for the
four sibling dyads in which sufficient data were obtained. Unequal parts
were played by the two interlocutors in each dialogue. Except for one
dyad, the older siblings obtained a higher dialogue participation rate
than the younger ones. They took more speaking turns. However, the
young children were able to contribute to the conversation (see Table 2).
The number of verbal initiatives taken by a given child (and pursued by
the partner) divided by the total number of utterances for that child was
used as a measure of the child’s initiative-taking. Although the small
number of subjects calls for caution, the results indicated a mean
initiative percentage for the younger siblings (mean 28.0%) that was at
least as high as that of the older siblings (mean 20.9%); see Table 3.
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Number and percentage of verbal intiatives taken by each
child in a dyad, with r-espect to the total number of utterances
for that child

TABLE 3.

the wide range of ages in the older-younger
similar tendencies were found in all four dyads.

Despite

sibling pairs,

DISCUSSION

of very young Wolof children with an adult
the
or an older child,
present study was aimed both at drawing up a
table of the conditions that give rise to the first conversational activities
in Wolof children in multi-party speaking contexts, and at analysing the
support provided to the child by adults and older siblings or child
relatives. Another goal was to report on how 2-year-old children
manage to participate in dialogues in spite of the unequal means at their
disposal and the asymmetrical statuses that characterize this situation.
How will the discursive roles of the two partners be handled? Despite
the small number of children observed, certain findings stood out
clearly here.
This study confirmed the importance of directive acts, especially
requests for action, in the speech of Wolof mothers. A Wolof mother
appears to devote more effort to trying to get her child to carry out
socially appropriate actions than to teaching the baby to describe the
state of the world by means of assertions. However, via requests for
information, she brings the child into the dialogue by stressing themes
likely to be socially appropriate. These results can be related to EuroAmerican studies showing that a triadic situation can reduce the
amount of infant-directed speech, and that adults’ utterances become
more controlling and directive when several child interlocutors are
present (Jones & Adamson 1987, Schaffer & Liddell 1984, Woollett

By looking

at the

dialogues
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1986). However, other factors are likely to play a role in this increase.
In a society governed by a status hierarchy, knowledge of one’s rights
and duties with respect to parents and allies is a necessity. Irvine’s
(1974) study, for example, provided evidence of social rules that link
the greeting behaviour of Wolof adults to their differences in status. A
person of lower rank must initiate the greeting process, and children
merely hold out a hand in silence. Norms exist that stipulate when it is
the right or wrong time to take a speaking turn, and being simply
present without speech is an important mode of participation in living
quarters like these, where children, adults and visitors are intermingled.
However, no matter what culture is under consideration - although
at different times and with different paces of development adults use speech to teach and socialize the child.
Our observations of the older children aged 3 and 4 years (not
analysed in this study) showed that the child-adult dialogues varied
more across situations. Action directives predominated at certain times,
whereas the adult’s resting times were conducive to the more systematic
emergence of question-answer games. The most salient topics of such
games appear to be highly codified. They correspond to everyday child
routines that often end with naming requests or simple lists (e.g., things
one can buy at the village store). By the time the child is 4 years, adult
questions become more complex and varied across conversational
partners. They authorize more open answers. For example, visitors such
as cross-cousins - who are in a ’joking relationship’ with the mother
and are accordingly allowed to ask unduly for food or gifts - may
question the child about a way of playing and try to embarrass him/her
by presenting unusual problems to solve. While one of the first skills
the child must acquire is the capacity to respond, the response is largely
framed. The adult orients the dialogue towards socially relevant topics.
The child must not ’blather’. Intelligence is appreciated only if it comes
hand-in-hand with a socially co-operative disposition. As Serpell (1984:
120) noted, ’In many rural African communities, cognitive alacrity
which is not tempered with a desire to put it to socially constructive use
is regarded as at best a rather dangerous asset.’
The ongoing presence of polyadic contexts of communication
generates another dimension in many dialogues between a young child
and an adult or older sibling. In Wolof society, conversational routines
include third parties and the accent is placed on prompts and reported
discourse, which presuppose an exchange among three partners. Young
children must take their place in these multi-party relations. Their
participation is expected and solicited. Kawada (1998) noted in Burkina
Faso that open-air gatherings held in the compounds, where people get

certainly
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together for discussions and exchanges of jokes and puns, already begin
providing a form of mandatory exercise in oral communication in early
childhood. The present observations of the Wolof show that here too, as
elsewhere, a language pedagogy exists but seems to function in a very
formal way. Appropriate phrases and structures are presented to the
learning child in the form of prompts, which the child is expected to try
to repeat. Discourse devices that require the involvement of other
persons broaden the mother-child relationship and force the child to
take part in multi-party dialogues. They also serve to soften harsh
remarks, by making a third party accountable, perhaps another child
(Rabain-Jamin 1998). Such devices help to structure sibling relations, a
task that Wolof adults strive to achieve, as Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo
(1989) showed for Kwara’ae adults.
The polyadic context also leaves its mark on interactions among
children. In this particular context, our 3- to 5-year-old children exhibited
some forms of adaptation or tuning to the 2-year-old’s speech: they
reported the child’s remarks or played repetition games, either incidentally
or deliberately, as in the case of the opening dialogue routine that
precedes storytelling and is taught to all 2-year-olds (see Example 3).
In play situations where the children were alone without an adult, some
of which were dyadic, the speech acts of the 3- to 5-year-old siblings
addressing the younger child contained a high proportion of action
directives. This was also true for the adults. But unlike the adults, the
Wolof children at this age produced few requests for information when
speaking to the younger child. In contrast, older siblings (aged 9-10)
were found to prompt the child with questions. This type of scaffolding
comes closer to the Wolof adult model, as Maynard (1999) showed for
Zinacantec Mayan children. In the European and American research,
the use of imperatives has often been presented as a detrimental speech
form for rapid language acquisition (Newport, Gleitman & Gleitman
1977), although this goes against the findings of Barnes, Gutfreund,
Satterly & Wells (1983) for children just starting to learn to speak.
Because they encode the actions that the child is in the process of
accomplishing or is going to accomplish, imperatives may make
language easier to understand for the learning child.
Moreover, by means of requests for action, older siblings aged 3 to 5
impart their ideas to the young child about how to manage the sequence
of acts that must be accomplished. Unlike adults, older children are
active participants in the game or dialogue that is taking place. Our
observations of the Wolof show that an older sibling’s directives can be
looked upon as positive. They are what initially bring the young child
into the activity; they are a way of recognizing the child as a partner
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as a result, of allowing him/her to participate in the dialogue. In a
Wolof context, successful communication is possible only when the
status-based rules for language use are abided by. The social role of the
youngest child is rigidly set. His/her requests for help are heard, but the
child must also learn to carry out tasks, answer calls and participate in
the same activities.
The results also showed that, while the extent of dialogue
participation by toddlers is still limited, they do occupy an active
position, are capable of introducing or reintroducing a topic, and appear
to be closely attended to by an older sibling. This finding may run
counter to the idea stated in many Euro-American studies that older
children are not very responsive or even unresponsive. One of the
reasons for these findings might be that a young child’s initiatives are
experienced as constraining and require the older sibling to react. In
Wolof society it is the older sibling’s duty to help the young child. The
baby may insistently offer an object, ask for a drink, claim ’unjustly’
that such and such an object is his/hers. The older sibling is forced to
react to the young one’s speech, despite efforts to ignore the child in
some cases. However, dialogue is a co-operative activity, and the
younger child definitely has an impact on the older one, as well as on
other caregivers. As he/she becomes more linguistically skilful, the
toddler can introduce themes that the partner will pursue. Both
affective factors (the desire to be a part of the current action and not be
left out) and cognitive factors (practical knowledge of playing routines
and an initial representation of events in the form of familiar scripts)
help the child to act in co-operation with older siblings. As Dunn &
Shatz (1989) showed, young children allocate their linguistic and
pragmatic resources in order to break into situations of which they are
not a part, such as conversations between the mother and an older
sibling, or an older sibling’s symbolic play. They try to force themselves
into the conversation, to fit into the framework defined by the other’s
play. This study showed that, when introducing or reintroducing a topic,
the young child’s verbal initiatives were largely followed up by older
siblings, at least as much as the older children’s were by the child.
Finally, we have seen that the Wolof child is prodded by adults to be
an active participant in multi-person interactions. This context probably
helps the child to decipher signals about the receivability of his/her
messages. Facing an older child or an adult who may be engaged in
other social interactions, the young child is able to reformulate his/her
request for participation if the first attempt failed.
The multi-party speaking context, which is practically the only
language-learning environment of young children in many African,

and,

382
Meso-American and Pacific societies, offers a setting that highlights
forms of imparting and acquiring conversational skills other than those
observable in more direct dyadic exchanges. The frequent prompting
routines and reported speech found in polyadic situations are two
examples of cases where children are urged to assume their position
and take their turn at the appropriate time and place, in the socially
relevant framework offered, par excellence, by the peer and sibling
group. Another example is the indirect mode commonly used by young
children to participate in conversations (de Le6n 1998); the child is not
just an addressee but is also a side participant or a bystander. The multiparty context offers multiple and varied opportunities for linguistic interaction with and by the young child, many of which are not possible in

dyadic settings.
’
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