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Making Requests:
A Pragmatic Study of Chinese Mother-Child Dyads

Nan Meng
The Ohio State University

The purpose of this study is to investigate different types of requests made by either
mother or child in their daily interactions within family environment. The study
also aims at addressing how different grammatical structures are used in contex-
tualized situations as well as how a certain pragmatic intent is expressed within a
specific context. Data were collected from mother-child interactions in different
daily routine activities which were audio-recorded within Chinese family environ-
ment. The descriptive analysis system is employed to describe the flow of mother-
child dyads. The results show that mothers tend to make both direct and indirect
requests, using a wide range of linguistic forms and communicative strategies in
different contexts with their children. However, children use more direct requests
than indirect ones when they communicate with their mothers, but they do use
indirect requests with out-group members such as peers and other adults.

0. Introduction

The interactionist approach suggests that children acquire language through their
attempts to communicate with the world around them. A number of researchers have
investigated the characteristics of mother-child dyads, and a large number of quantitative
and qualitative studies have been conducted to examine the acquisition of different
languages in the last two decades. According to Bruner (1983), there are three aspects of
children’s language acquisition: the first is in terms of well -formedness: that he or she is
becoming able to make utterances that conform to the rules of grammar. The second
aspect of language is its capacity to make references and to have meaning. The third is
pragmatics. “When we say that a child is acquiring language, we must account for
another aspect of what is being acquired—that is, its function or communicative intent or
how to get things done with words” (Bruner, 1983: 18). Ochs (1988:14) described the
relationship among these three aspects as “given that meanings and functions are to a
large extent socioculturally organized, linguistic knowledge is embedded in sociocultural
knowledge.” There appear to be two factors that influence maternal speech: sentence
structure and cultural variation (Lee and Nakayama, 2000).
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However, very few studies have been done to investigate how Chinese is used in
the interactions between young native speakers and their parents and teachers with an eye
on its applications to foreign language education. The purpose of this study is to
investigate different types of requests made by either mother or child in their daily
interactions within a family environment. The study also aims at addressing how
different sentence structures are used in contextualized situations as well as how a certain
pragmatic intent is expressed within a specific context. In addition, the present study
presents some linguistic forms as well as the underlining moral and social norms Chinese
mothers would emphasize through the speech act of making requests.

1. Literature Review: the Speech Act of Making Requests

Among the numerous speech acts studied, requesting has continually been the
focus for many decades because of both the complexity of the relationship among form,
meaning, and pragmatics in requests, and the high social stakes involved for interlocutors
when choosing among linguistic options. Bach and Harnish (1984: 48) define the term
“request” as “a speech act expressing the speaker’s desire for the hearer to do something
with the added proviso that the hearer takes this expressed desire as the reason to act.” In
short, a request is basically a face threatening speech act which demands for action of
some kind from the other person. Requests may contain the following components
according to Zuraidah (1997): address terms, supporting moves, the request proper and
internal modifications and the choice of what to include and exclude depends on
sociological variables like social distance, power and degree of imposition.

Based on Bach and Harnish’s definition, Kuang et al. (2006) redefined requests as
verbal instructions performed by the speaker expressing a desire for the addressee to do a
particular thing and usually aim for the addressee to intend to do it and actually to do it.
They examined the many varied forms that the speech act of request takes in children’s
language use from 5 Malaysian families. They found young children are capable of
employing different strategies when making requests in English, but the choice of
strategies is dependent on the variable of the addressee, i.e. whether it is the mother,
father, sibling (brother/sister) or maid. Their result illustrated that these five Malaysian
children tend to be more direct when it comes to getting things done for themselves.
However, it is clear that even young children are aware of power differentials and
language used for solidarity as contrasted to language used to show distance and power.

Many studies have been conducted to investigate how children with various
cultural backgrounds make requests using different forms from this perspective. Children
have at their disposal a range of both direct and indirect forms for requesting
(Ervin-Tripp, 1977), and although indirect requests increase with age, younger children
have as many ways of expressing requests as the older children (Read and Cherry, 1978).
It is believed that children use the imperative directives more frequently than requests in
the form of questions or hints (Papafragou, 2000).
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Zhang summarized (1995) that in the Western literature, requests have been
defined as acts by means of which one attempts to get someone else to do something.
Zhang (1995) categorized requests in Chinese into two types: direct and indirect. Even
direct ones can be viewed at different direct levels. She described indirectness in modern
conversation between Chinese as being “associated with information sequencing. . . .
The more one beats around the bush, the more indirect one’s speech becomes” (1995:82).
Zhang’s study focused on the strategies used by adult speakers driven by politeness
concerns in order to redress face. Zhang claimed that in Chinese culture, requests are
often regarded as signs of a good relationship and even respect.

Different from these studies which examined requesting as a speech act, Li (2000)
advocated that requesting is not only a speech act realized in a single utterance or pair of
utterances but should be a pragmatic activity that is achieved sometimes over a series of
utterances or accomplished only after an extended period of time. Thus she adapted an
ethnographic approach to collect data from the full context of the speech act, and drew
heavily on self-reports or narrative accounts of speech acts, not just observed events. The
contextualized examples provided in this research illustrated how, through exposure and
participation in social interactions and with the assistance of experts or more competent
peers, an immigrant woman came to internalize target language and cultural norms and
developed communicative competence in ESL in the workplace. More specifically, she
learned to make requests more directly than she had been accustomed to doing by
adopting certain sociolinguistic strategies and expressions.

2. Research Method
Subjects

The participants were mothers and children from eight Chinese families. Seven
Chinese mother-child pairs were from a university-based family-housing community of a
mainstream American university. The community is established for students’ and visiting
scholars’ families—undergraduate and graduate, Americans and international. Located in
a sound area and having Chinese, Korean, Arabic, Indian, Russian and other ethnic
groups, the community is internationally diverse and friendly. The Chinese represent one
of the largest ethnic groups in the community. The other mother-child pair was from a
Chinese community in a middle-size city in the Eastern United States. Four of the
children were girls, and four were boys (Figure 1). The age range is from thirty-eight
months to ninety-six months as shown on Figure 2 (mean=57). Two mothers were full
time employees of the university. Four were full time graduate students with either
Teaching Associate or Research Associate positions which require twenty hours of work
per week. The other two mothers were housewives.

Four children were only-children, and the other four had siblings. Among these
four with siblings were two first-borns and two second-borns. None of them had more
than one sibling. Six of the children were born in the United States, and the other two
were born in Canada and China respectively. Six children had the experience of living in
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China for more than six months before the age of three. One had only been in China for a
couple of months during summer vacations, and one had never been back to China. All of
them had the experience of living with their grandparents; six of them had such an
experience for more than one year. All the children attend daycare for the whole day,
starting at the age of two or three. Two children went to half-day kindergarten. All of the
eight children had many Chinese classmates and friends, and seven of the mothers said
their children spent a significant amount of time after school playing with Chinese friends.
For most of their time at home, all eight children used Chinese to communicate with their
parents. Two mothers said their children spoke some English with their siblings at home.
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Figure 1 Gender of the children participants
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Figure 2 Age range of the children
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Data Collection

Daily conversations between children and parents in five families were
audio-recorded for a total of more than twenty-five hours. The age range of these five
children is thirty-eight to fifty-eight months with the mean of fifty-six. Two were boys
and three were girls. Two had siblings, but no conversations between siblings were
recorded. The researcher conducted a 20-25 minute interview with each mother in their
apartment about the family background and language use in their family. The researcher
also explained the research purpose and audio-recording procedure to the mother. The
audio-recording equipment, an MD HD digital recorder (model unknown) was set in their
living room which is in conjunction with the kitchen, and the instructions of operating the
recorder were given to the mother. Even though the recorder was sensitive enough to
catch the sound when it is put at a distance from the child, mothers were told to move the
equipment near the children and to try to forget about the recording since it was
emphasized that the conversations that happened at home should be recorded in as natural
a way as possible. The mothers were also told to explain the recording to the child and
other family members so that they understood what was going on and did not pay much
attention to the recording when they were talking. The mothers were asked to start
recording whenever they were at home with their children and felt comfortable to do the
recording. It could include any kind of interactions, parent-to-child, child-to-child,
child-to-siblings, or child-to-other adults, and any event, from daily routine activities,
such as eating dinner, getting ready for shopping, or story telling before bed, to special
events, such as a birthday party or friends coming over. The memory card in the recorder
has the capacity of about ten hours recording in high quality, but the mothers were asked
to record as much as they liked. When the equipment was picked up after about a week,
there was about five hours of recording in the memory card. The equipment was then sent
to the multi-media studio where the recording was converted onto CD or DVD.

The interactions in the recording were transcribed roughly for the larger project,
and for this study, only the speech act of making requests between mothers and children
in the recording was selected and re-transcribed.

In the current study, microethnographic analysis is employed to investigate the
speech act of requesting in mother-child dyads by examining the moment by moment
unfolding of the event and how people build on each others’ actions and language and
literacy practices in order to achieve the research aims. The data is categorized following
Zhang’s framework in her study conducted in 1995. The descriptive analysis system,
proposed by Green and Wallat (1981), is also employed based on theoretical constructs
from the fields of sociolinguistics, conversational analysis, and the study of teaching. The
microethnographic analysis help to describe the flow of mother-child dyads, to identify
the social cultural ideologies which shape the conversation, to produce maps of the
mother-child power relationship, and to provide insights from the basic message units for
the identification of social norms and conversational contexts (Green and Wallat, 1981).
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Data Analysis and Results

The data was categorized into four major types: mother-initiated direct requests,
mother-initiated indirect requests, child-initiated direct requests, and child-initiated
indirect requests.

1. Mother-initiated direct requests:

Wang (2005; 2001) proposes that Chinese mothers tend to use more didactic
speech to help children regulate emotions and behavior, and focus more on conflict
resolutions and moral lessons in order to establish social harmony and proper conduct.
When asked what were the most commonly used utterances in daily conversations, six
mothers mentioned how they asked their children to eat more at dinner: 4f4f1z4k
haohdo chifan, to eat in an appropriate way (or to eat more). It seemed eating is very
important for the Chinese mothers, and so is sleeping. Several mothers mentioned that
children are likely to be told about consequences of not eating well:

ANUF UG AR AN
Bu haohdao chifan ni jiu zhang bu gdao
You cannot grow tall if you do not eat well.

BB HIE UL T
Ganjin shuijiao le.
Hurry up and go to bed.

An important underlining cultural value in Chinese is social harmony and group
solidarity. Mothers constantly emphasize maintaining and keeping good relationships
with others when they educate their children. To maintain a good relationship within the
group, Chinese parents often tell their children to be polite and not aggressive or
offensive. In the interview, most mothers mentioned that they educated their children not
to fight or argue with other children at school or at the playground. They also tell their
children to be modest in order to keep harmony in the group. For example, this is what a
mother told her son before they went to the playground.

ANEEXHRE o B I BN ACHR AL
Buyao zhéyang, yao haohdo gén xiaopéngyou xiangchii.
Stop that. You’d better get along with your friends.

TP AF NI AT, AT
Yao hdohdo gen xiaopéngyou wan, buxii ddjia.
You should get along with your friends. Do not fight with each other.
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ANVF booai, together with 5] bié, ANEE buydo and ANfg bunéng, are often used
by the mothers when they prohibit children from doing something. In the following
example, the mother thought her son talked too much during dinner, so she started “table
etiquette” education.

AL, WA IR AN BE DL
Bié shuohua, chifan de shihou bunéng shuohua.
Don’t talk. Don’t talk while eating.

Chinese children are expected to be good at various aspects. Their parents want
them to follow their way for their being good: eating a fair mount of vegetables, going to
bed on time, and being good in class. There are many stories in the recording in which
mothers make requests in order to set the schedule for children, and arrange the sequence
of the actions by telling them to do this first and then that. For example:

A RNZ 58 B
Jintian chiwanfan shuijiao.
You will go to sleep after lunch today.

One of the important criteria of judging if a child is good or not within Chinese
families is if he/she is obedient. The following request appeared several times in the
recording made by different mothers.

e, Wrik.
Guai, tinghua.
Be good. Do what you are told.

The other important theme emphasized by Chinese parents is to recognize
hierarchy in the group. They teach their children to use the appropriate term of address in
order to recognize the hierarchy among people. The most common type of didactic
speech mentioned in the interviews and found in the recordings was to ask their children
to greet others using appropriate terms of address. For example,

N AU
Jiao shiishu hdao
Say hello to Uncle.

2. Mother-initiated indirect requests:

As mentioned above, Chinese mothers make requests to coach their children how
to address people appropriately. In another example, the mother made her request
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indirectly by checking if her son had said hello to his grandmother during a
videoconference when they tried to correspond through the internet. Her son responded
negatively using the sentence-final particle e ne to soften the confrontation.

Gt PRERGELESTHHNE T 02
Mama: Ni gen ldoldo dd zhaohii le ma ?
Mom: Did you say hi to your grandma?
JLT: WA

Erzi: Méiyou ne.

Son: Not yet.

Mothers use 4§12 ? hdoma? OK? or the sentence particle " ba to make their
requests indirect. The following two examples sound like suggestions, but they are the
indirect requests mothers made to have their children wash their hands and eat dinner. In
the second example, the mother was making a request to eat dinner by adding a
sentence-final particle I ba, together with the first person plural "H4/] zdnmen, to
“achieve the effect of soliciting the approval or agreement of the hearer” (Li and
Thompson, 1981: 307).

S BACTUE T i ?
Xian qu ba shou xile haoma?
Go wash your hands first, okay?

AN, MEATRER I .
Zou ba, zanmen chifan qu ba.
Come on, let’s eat dinner.

For many cases, there is no clear distinction between suggestion and request.
However, the indirect requests made by mothers sound more like suggestions because of
the power relationship between mother and child. For example, in the following example,
the mother was stating using the collective pronoun, which indicates both the listener and
the speaker will go to school together, but actually it was the son who was going to
school.

Wi LTI R T
Mama: Erzi zanmen yao shangxué le.
Mom: Let’s go to school, son.

In the following example of the interactions between mother and daughter, the
mother used an “A-not-A” question with the sentence-final particle " @, to request her
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daughter to draw a picture. “W ¢, unlike “I% ba”, used in this kind of question, has the
semantic effect of softening the query.

G- SR B A A AN AEL e g ] 2
Mama: Na ni xianzai xiangbuxiang huahua a ?
Mom: Then do you want to draw a picture now?

3. Child-initiated direct requests:

Children often make their “intentional” statement directly, which fosters a
communicative world that is much simpler than that of adults. The verbs #H, xidng, and
% yao “want” are often used when children make direct requests. For example:

L R B KOS
Mama, wo yao chi bingjiling.
Mom, | want to eat ice cream.

WENZ RS o
Wo yao chi suanndi.
I want to eat yogurt.

eI 2B, A,
Chiwanfan wo yao chiiqu wan, hé Wénwén yiqi wan.
After | eat, | want to go out to play with Wenwen.

4. Child-initiated indirect requests:
In order to maintain good relationships within a group, Chinese children are often

educated to be polite when making requests. They also imitate the requests made by their
mothers: the strategies and the linguistic forms. Here are three examples:

SR ER B — AT ZE AR L
Madama ni gén wo yiqi dd chébiao bei.
Mom, let’s play chebiao together, will you?

AT AT 2
W6 yong zhége xingbuxing a ?
Can | use this?

Without the power, the indirect requests made by children sound more like
suggestions. However, children know when, how and to whom to use power in order to
make such requests. For example, a girl was asking if another girl wanted to play at her
house, but she made it an indirect request by adding the term of address 4 jigjie,
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older sister, which indicates she was requesting the other girl to come because she is older.
In the other examples, one girl was assigning roles in a pretend game, using very simple
statements. But with the imbalanced power between the addressee, her play date, and her,
she was requesting him to play the role of Daddy and arranging everything in the scene
for him without any negotiation. Her play date, understanding her intentions very well,
did not say anything and followed her request.

FHHRH AR AN LB GH A R Dok ?

Tiantian ni yaobuyao dao jiéjié jia lai wan ya ?

Tiantian, are you coming to play at my (your older sister’s) place?
PRI, FRRMEE.

Wo lai zuo mama, ni ldi zuo baba.

I will be the mother, and you’ll be the father.

KR . KRB E. T, &,
Zheshi shangdian. Zheshi nide shiibdo. Hdaole, zou ba.
This is the store. Here is your bag. OK, let’s go.

3. Conclusion

The results show that mothers tend to make both direct and indirect requests,
using a wide range of linguistic forms and communicative strategies in different contexts
with their children. However, children use more direct requests than indirect ones when
they communicate with their mothers, but they do use indirect requests with out-group
members such as peers and other adults. The results of this study illustrates what Kuang
et al. (2006) found that even young children are aware of power differentials and
language used for solidarity as contrasted to language used to show distance and power.
They know how to choose the appropriate strategies and linguistic forms based on
different situations recognizing sociological variables like social distance, power and
degree of imposition.

Children learn linguistic forms and communicative strategies from their mothers
by imitating the way they make requests; more importantly, they are educated about the
sociocultural norms which shape people’s behavior in daily interactions with their
mothers. Therefore, language acquisition is also a language socialization process.
Language socialization theory considers language learning as the simultaneous
acquisition of linguistic knowledge and sociocultural knowledge (Ochs, 1993). As Li
(2000) advocated, because sociocultural information is encoded in the organization of
conversational discourse, language learners acquire tacit knowledge of principles of
social order, systems of belief, and sociolinguistic conventions through exposure to and
participation in language-mediated interactions. Language-in-use, then, is a major tool for
conveying sociocultural knowledge and a powerful medium of socialization.
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In addition, as discussed in the data analysis section, there is no clear distinction
between suggestion and request. When speech acts of suggestion or request is examined,
social variables such as power relationship, social distance, and age have to be considered
and analyzed.

4. Discussion

As language teaching professionals, we must therefore deepen our understanding
of contexts of language use, developmental pragmatic processes, and ways in which
second language learners can be equipped to use language both appropriately and
strategically. Teaching them useful linguistic forms within context is as important as
teaching certain types of behavior, communicative strategies and sociocultural norms.
Therefore, in teaching Chinese as a foreign or a second language, it is important to
present the authentic models in the context to the learners. In addition, learners should be
trained to recognize the context, and be able to choose appropriate forms, strategies based
on the contextualized cues; and teachers should provide opportunities for students to
practice using what they have learned. So it is crucial for the teachers to set up the
context for the practice, assign roles, and explain the relationship between the roles
students are playing.

As for the limitations, first some mothers use English from time to time, or
code-switching and code-mixing when they talk to their children, especially when they
tell stories. It would be better if the research is done in a pure Chinese environment, such
as with families in China. Second, the audio-recording keeps the records of the sound of
what has happened, but sometimes there are not enough cues for the context. The
researcher has to depend on the linguistic elements and background noise to figure out
what was going on when transcribing the recordings. It is always difficult to record what
the children are doing since they keep moving around and making all kinds of noise.
Some of their talking is only comprehensible for their parents within a specific context.
In this sense, audio-recording is not as good as video-recording in terms of keeping
records of performances. It would be better if future studies examining the language use
in children’s interactions or child-adult interactions use video-recording to collect data.
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