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find cult ral differe -es hCIIVLQU

lhe lanjuaqe usage f an English-speaking A

was rca

would the differences he?

EV

Reservation 00 in central Washin

Inc) reports froni school principals and teachers abo

itnc]jan Reservation and non-

:Jcan Indian child who

bu what

!Aarted working with the Indians on the 7akima Indian

19a, I haw-,

dx iangur, e problems'. While the

well ified, one complaint was

hear-

t 11/e (akim chil-

never

answer

:Ianjuaqe problems

child n conldn

questions-- ldn't talk in class. I have cam

of the problem el _vh

en cd crx- '6'Orte aroccts

_-,eks 1975 and Weeks & Weeks 1975) but in

this st!dy, I wish to examine certain asp

Yakima children in verbal discourse.

UOMQ Language

The native language of Ykinia Indiin children is

Sahap t

the grandparents fox most of the pare

ts Of the skills of the

language of th Yakima Indians,

are monolingual Sahaptin speakers.

easily char eterized

lish. While

ne mother tcncjtic for

only a few older Yakinas

The middle generation cannot be

ding bilingualism, Soul?. speak Sahaptin

fluently in appropriate situations, while others ear to have only
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minimal passive ccmpitence and little, if any, ac vc competence in

haptin. Wlen I bb.ve asked f(71: tramlations for words and phrase

shed

ir native

somo menbers of this q Or at -- have t

so severely in Bureau of Indian Afi'al

jar-lout-Igo tho.,

fhat

sehocds for u-

are unable to recall anything but the most c- lon),y

US& osions in Sahaptin. They seem to have unanimously resolved

to speaR nothino but English to thei IThildren in order to help' the

childrr_Fn avo d tuch pzobems in schooL However, y trace c' +he-

native 17%dian tnquago as well as the native culture can he scon on

1ancjaaje behavior of the childten.

rchnesc=iption of

tape rccordod converatons w th

only 9 of them v

children, hoW

suitable for the analysi ussed 1 T. also

recorded cony- sations with 4 non-Indian children who lived on the

Yakima Reservation and attended the same pre-school program that the

Yakima children attended. An ther n-Indiaa children whoso cohver-

sations were recorded lived in he Palo Alto, Califer ia, area. The

child

Recor&ing Sessions

The preschool pr

from 3 years, 10 months to 3 years, 11 menths.

where tape recording was done was condu

by Yakima Lidian adults both men and women, and sp lsored by the

Yakima Indian Tribal Council. A private room (tho

prov ded for the rcsearh.

not quiet) was
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Recording time fw. the ccx.le with cach Wld varied from

about 20 minutes to AO minutes, depend5ng on other activities, such as

recess and lunch tf,m No recorinq so was ever cut short beca

the child tired of i. TLa Yakima children ln paxtieular Jo- d

and several --csted scc nd and third sssims tvhcn th

session could not be cxteJcd.

Canveration ToTAcs

As a means of

7

inn topics ior conversations, I Lad a. tack

of color d pictures from which the chmldren chose some to talk about.

There sevexa. vays in which discourse that is st lulated by

pictures chosen by a c ".1d may difrex from most conversations between

an adult and a child:

I. The child largely co _u_ d, Whenpies to be

the children finished talking about the picture directly, they often

went on to dis(Atss personal experiences suggested by the picture. In

adult-child conversations, it is usually the case that the adult asks

questions that he thinks able and controlt: the conversation

topics to a laqe degree even thouoh he may never choose a topic the

child is interested in.

2. TIme c ild may readily change the topic by selecting another

picture. In other child-adult conversations the child is more li!cely

than the adult to have difficulty in introducing new topics.

3. Because the picture remains her both the child and tha

adult can see it, the child us

pronouns

demonstrative and personal

he would othcrwis. When consid ing and 'given'

4
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inforinat ion

that which has been pre,riously mention d in the conversation--that can

4

,ration, it is only the given' information--

prope ly be represerted anaphorically. In this case,

represented in the picture had to be considered

in what sounded !'when analyzing the transcTt

ion

resulting

audio-only tapes)

like a number of inappropriate LSes of pronouns. An analysis

childzon s discour mines the --)propr _te us of anaphoric

pronouns, but, for the reason just given, we didn't consider it appro-

priato here.

Discourse Features Examined

1. tfl5jrç.jflq c)uetions

Since teac ildren had mentioned specifically

they did not seem to b, able to answer question*, I looked most

intently at this aspect cf the conversat _ns with the Yakima children.

Mishler (1975a) is one of many who has not-d that questions demand

an -e s. lie m t t ins that questions not only need answers, they need

confir ation: "In more 'open' natural conversat' n the questlon-rnsw

exchange seems totally inapplicable as a basic unit of conversation;

a question not only 'dem d a response, but the r sponse demands a

further response' from the questioner. In brief, an answer to a

question dces not terminate an exchange in any meaningful social sense.

It is term atecl ly a 'si n' on the part of the questioner that his

questions has received a response, adequate or inadequate, appropriate

or inappropriate." Mishler suggests that Que tion-R p nse-Confir a-

tion constitutes the usual pattern in conversation,

5
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Philip (1976) est , however, that this may be culture-

specific. Sh, observes 1fra "for Anglos, answers to questions are close

to obligatory, even if th y take the form of 'I can't answer that

rinht now, or a brief shake of the head," but that for the Warm Sprinns

Indian, answers to question, are not cbliqatorv. Questions may be

answered at a later time or possibly not at all, but acknowledgm nt of

the question need not be made, sirce it may be assumed that the listener

was lnd cd list ing "In Indian interaction, says Philip "the

speaker may be certain of attention from hearers,"

It appears that the 0 firmation' requirement, refe -ed to by

serves the purpose of assuring the listener that he has heard

the response to his question. Wo id there be any reason for the

Sahaptin-speaking Indians t -v- this practice? The Sabaptin-

speaking Indians (or those descended from the Sahaptin-speakers)

Warm Springs are closely related to the Yakima Indians, and the cultural

patterns are very similar. What might conversational patterns be, then,

,rnon1 Yakima Indians, and in particulaz, with Yakima children?

At the Child Language Research Poium at Stanfore Unrver:-.1 y

1976, Philip Dale remarked that children are very reluct t to

cLiist.-cr with "I don't kno ." That rang true to the child language

researchers present. I scanned the transcriptions of my conversations

th the 5 children whose language

found a few occasions whe

lopment I follow regularly and

irls sponded with "I don't know,"

t cou d not find even one instance of the three boys saying it. The

two boys vho were hi rTnrr in their spective families would go to
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almost any extr--e to avoid it, oftci using d_vi us meth ds.

rd boy usually avoided the dreaded phrase by

not talk about that."

In the ma

6

ating simply "Let's

of guessing, we have noted that school teachers

h inclined to encourage cuessing in eases mhere a child is

uncertain of an answer. We have also noted in conversation with Yakima

adults that they are not at all i clined to guess. They fe l they

would lose face if they gave an ans that turned out to be wrong.

tudent of mine who spent 5 years in Indonesia said she and her hus-

band were given wrong dire-ions innumerably because the native they

asked didn't want to lose face by saying they didn't know vhcre so

thing was. They invariably guessed. This attitude varies widely with

cultt-

We were

Id fail to re

ed, then, in whether er not the Yakima children

ond to questions, respond with "I don't know,"

or change the subject.

Asking Questions

While it is -A _ally thought that asking questions is an indication

of br'ghtness in a child, conversations between an -dult and a child

are usually Initiated and controlled by questions from the adult.

Mishler (1975b) --ugg.,sts -hat even when children ask an adult a question,

the adult regains control of the conversation by responding Wi

question,

We conside ed it a m inte see mheth or n-t the

Yakima children would play an active or passive role in conversation
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regarding question 5king. Also, if they asked questions, would

h y confirm the responses that were given?

976) has pointed out regarding the Warm Springs Indians

that "The pauses bet fi n two differen speakers' turns at talk

frequently lon-er than is the case in Anglo intera -ions. There is

tolerance for silenees--silcnces that Anglos often ru h into and f1l.

Indian speakers rarely, if ever, begin to speak at the same tIme and

rarely interrupt one another." The situltion with the Warm Springs

Indians, according to Philips, and with the Yakim _1 by my experience,

that they listen and appear to wait until the speaker is through

talking before formulating their own response, if any. This contrasts

with tie mainstreani culture in the United St-'-' where the 1

often appears to be formulating his own response long before the speaker

is through, and often responds instantaneously when the sp aker finishes,

before.

What would Or pattern of interruptions and pa ses be with the

Yakinia children?

4. Organization of

Chafe (1976) has sug -s- d t at there are cultural differences

in the way a person organizes the content of his material whcln reporting

an ev -t in c

apt to start out by su

e.g.,

sltion. ie suggests that in our culture Ve are most

ing the event a d then expanding on 2

going to tell you about my trip to Denver," and then pro-

ceeding to rep events chro--logically. The Japanese, by comparison,

8
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he points out, genera ly seem to build up through a series of details

to a final conclusion, so that the summary is at the end rather than

at the beginning. lie noted also that there are ways other than chron-

oiogi al ordering to orqanhie material.

The fourth noneral question regarding conversational skill in the

Yakima children is how they would organize material when reporting events.

Reu1t tud Dis

The number of e ildren involved in this study was small and the

indiv5:dual c1iffrciicos wore great; we have therefore resisted taking

totals and averages of discourse featu- s. Individual differences in

conversational c-tyle appear to be normal, in child or adult populations.

Some children, both Indian and non-Indian, were far more talkative

than others. The number of turns in eonvers'tion ranged from 21 to

80. Some talked hrifly during each turn, averaging about 2 utterances

per turn, while others were more talkative duri g each turn. The girl

who took only 21 tu 14 utterances during one turn, and sold m

limit d herself to only one utterance. Some children chose 7 or 8

pictures and talked briefly about a number of topics- while others

chose only 2 or 3 pictures and expanded at length on each one.

One overall patte n that emerged however, was that the Yakima

children were much more inclined to use the pieures as a point of

departt discuss personal experiences. Their conversations

more 'conversation-like' than those with the non-Indian children, who

tended to it mize what they saw in the picture or describe the action,

and then choose another picture. One white girl who lived on the

9
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Yakima Reservation asked, after I suggested she pick out some pictures

he would like to talk abou "What do I have to say?" This was a

typical altitude on the part of the non-Indian chi1dren They assum d

the-- -was someting specific that was expected of them and they must

detcrminc the rules and follow them. They seemed to be assuming diff r-

ent rel. '---the no -Indians assuml - a student role and the Yakimas the

role of a friend.

Answering Questions

The Yal'zima children appeircd

a turn talking into the microphon

exhibited more plea

questions unanswered.

One problem may have been

be MOYO eager to converse, to bae

the non-Indian children, and

process. They did- however, leave more

own very br.ef pauses in waiting

an answer. With adult Yaklmas, I deliberately waited for a longer

d for an ans-N1-., b- ' not wanting to embarrass the child in case

he c uldn I answer, I filled what probably should have been waiting

time with another question or remark. However, when I judged the ch--

ponde question I waited as long as 16 seconds, in one

instance, but more often not more than 10 seconds, before conti.

the conversation. It was not unusual for me to ask 4 or 5 quo

before getting a response, but my usual pause was f

ror example, one Yakima girl told me she had g ne to a war da --e, and

had been telling me that ttey had pop and things to -at there. Sie

continued with "and..." after 10 seconds I asked "And what does the war

dance look like?" No answer. "I've never s -n anybody do a war dance.

4. ons

3 to 4 seconds.

10
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What do they do?" After 6 seconds she s id, "Uh... and at 14 seconds

ask d, "Do they wear pretty co tu She answered oblique "1

hav. them in purple and some stuff that's on the _ound."

There were no such ser

Indian children, but ther

of unanswered questions wIth the

uctnswcred questions that result d

in topic-cl in6; a child woLld appear not to hear my qu -ition while

he chose a new picturo This happ led several times with the non-

I dian children b t not at all with the Yakiinas.

Yakima children often answered questions obliquely: one girl

ose a picture of a child's room full of toys with a gi 1 sitting

on her h 1. I asked what the little girl might do in that room, and

she answered, "Plays in there. She might play with her doll."

confirmed with "Uh hum," a d asked, "Is that something you like to d

After a 4 sec. pause she ans r d "1 have a litt .a big doll."

I went on to ask "Do you like to play house with your doll?" She

didn't answer at all. Perhaps the term play house didn't mean Erwthing

to her. I ed, "What do you and your dolly do?" and she itemized

activiti Play with toy refrigerator...drink pop...1 pre --nd we

have curtains, and they have flow elna "

Oblique answe_ _ or responses that acknowledged that they had

heard my question but were not answering it d -ectly were not unusual

with the Yaki a children.

There were also a number of instances in which the Yakima children

continued the topic of conversation, but appeared to be contInuing

their own train of thoughts rather than answering my quest _ns. For
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eNample, a Ya ima jirl was looking at a pictur

a large tree. A lake appeared in the backg und.

11

boys climbincj

asri't very clo

to the tree, but that was not apparent to several children. Whe_ _be

picked out the picture, I asked, "What are the children doing there?

She answered, "Climbi ' a tree." I answered, "Right. You think th I s

fu climbin e?" She said, "Bet we will fall off." I asked hIly

she thouqht that, and she said,"Cause th- water. And they might

fall in e " The picture had apparently evoked a strong feeling in

her, and she was too ahoorbed i- it to answer me directly. Or p :haps

her answer was an indirect e--no, I don't think it's fun because

it's too dangerous.

Another instzirice a Yakima girl was telling about going sledding

on a sled so big that 12 people could get on it. I said, "That's a

big sled! What did you call it--a toboggan or a bobsled?" She an-

swered, "I can't reme ber when we done that--when 12 got o- that big

one." She continued reminiscing about the -experience. It could be

that she didn't Icnow the answer and sidestepped it, or she may have

just been continuing her previous t Ain of thought, just as other Yakima

chilc-en had done several t -es. 1!owever, she p id attention to most

of my remarks, and immediately after her recounting pelience, I

said that I used to do that vhen I wa- a little girl, and she asked,

"Did it tickle your tummy?"

I asked all of the children rhetorical questions of the varie

"There are lots of people who like to go to the rodeo, aren't the '? t

The non-Indian children generally acknowledged such questions ninimally



Weeks L2

with 'Tin hum.," "Yeah" or by noddin_ or shaking the:Lr heads, There

was just one instance of a 'akima child acknowlesiging wax a. question.

We w re looking at a pctii that included several var&tLes of flot

This gixl had guessed that one lave1ldr love was a ljlac, I asiced

h t the yellow flowers might he and she ailswerd, "Alight- be xlec.

(The 'Os represerit umntelligible speech.) They must be eati-n' it."

I rem -1<ed, t1Tiicy lock like they might be c1ai5ie. Anyway, , -theyle

Tr et ty, arenTt th cy? 11 And she answered, t1rt pretty." The an-
swer vas appropriate but such repel:it ion iS not usua2 .

a found two ex ruiles of what might Inave been g

Yaldrna children alter I prodded. On the other hand,

ori tile paxt

Ilp

nay have served as c rifcation o th e question, mkinçyi posityle

lor the children -to answei witliotit ue5sng. One girl choe a pictuxe

hildren thxowing a hall. The sun was at the horizon Ln the

backg I asked "What tine c,t day do you Uppoe that i 7" go

answer "De you think that! s in the n or the morn_ 7" she

ventured, "Mornang." I e nfirmed, ing . It locks like the sun's

(II co ld

ve:z the

just conic up, doesn't

course. ) There's the

do you s ppose they are?"

or ivhere do yen think they aVe

y have been evenixg,

trcpugh the trees. tAe

'Does that look like a playeirclinci

"rarR, of she guessed.

Severi -times guessing -took the form or sking whether ox riot the

re-_- ly wa correct "by the use of rdsing intonation One girl oh

pie. lure a f a typiell iniddle-class white girl 's beIroota full o toyS,

CtC . She began to itemize things in the OoJfl, al.vays tatting -th
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with a question inton-tion and pausing, looking toward me and

wa ting for agreement before continuing, e.g,, "Basket?" "Right.

That s a basket." "Playbook " "Uh huh." "Books?" "Right."

"Doll?" "Right." Etc.

Thor- is a qualitative difference, _of course, in guessing with a

risiA intonation ttat c2early says, "1'n g essing. An I right?" and

guessing that prosodically suggests full knowledge the non-I dian

children often did, sometimes result _g in incorrect answers.

An instance where the child might have been able to guess the

correct an _ex but w- Ida try follows: a Yakima boy had chosen a

picture of sail boats at a marina. I asked, "Do you know what

is bels climbing?" No answer. "What are those things called?" I.

asked, poi ting to the mast.

lcngthe

He said, "nmmmm, What are they?"

represent a guess at the mit ial sound, y not,

Uhile this boy didn't reply "I -don't know," his response was t

equivalent. Cther Yakima children replied, "I forgot" "I d n't know,"

or sinply "What?" on an average of about once during the conversation.

I found only one instance of a non-1nd am child replying, "No, what?"

although I answered"I don't k v" to their questions quite often,

Some replies hard to Cate One Yakana boy 3 chose a

picture of some people with camping gear. I asked, "What do you

think they mi9ht be doing with all ,his stuff?" "Doin' smpin'-"

he replied. It was another way -f avoiding "I don't know". This same

boy chose another picture and I asked "What's that a picture of?"

lie swered, "I know what it is. "You do?" I asked. I assumed,
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however, that while be was familiar with the oh e-t he couldn't rricall

the name of it and after only, a 2 second pause, I said "That's a

railro_d engine."

There were many exchanges such as: "What do you think these two

girls are doi No ansv Was it the case that t1 child didn't

comprehend the question, or th t they needed more time than I gave

them to ponder the question, or was it that they dich't know the

answer for sure and wouldn't guess? It is likely that the Yakima

children had had le s expe ience dealing with pictures than the non-

example, in theIndian children, and some responses indicate thi

example just ntioned of the picture of two children play ng ball, I

asked "Where do you suppose they are ' d the child ansv--ed, pointing

"Right there and right there." Amother child, cited above when asked

the same question about the same picture, had failed to answer until

I asked if it looked like a ploygr-und, a. vhich she replied, "Park."

Pictures, as oppoi d to reality, may be somewhat confusing in a culture

where books, magazines, and pictures ih g neral ther than TV) are

not very common.

Changang the subject when they were unable to answer a question

was by far the most usual ruse or the non-Indian children to uSe.

The pile of pictures inIne t of them made it a simple procedure.

found only one example of a Yakima child deliberately changing the

subject and this .seemed to be because he was embarrassed (at 3;10

was the youngest child I interviewed). He had explained to me

t-at someone was "one of our brother longs." lie ended the sentence

15
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with a rising intonation, as though he were either not sure of what he

was saying or he thought I wouldn't know. I asked, "He's what " "He s

one of our brother longs." (rising intonation again). f your

bro.her longs?" I ropeated. He agreed, then started making ;;;ome sounds,

_ hum. URRRRR. .MPRRR. Can't 6ee me:" He hid behind thcl pict
"Peek a boo!" he said as he looked around it. The man he was referring

t- may have been a brother- -law in the family. I all v d the subject

F.

summary, the only examples here of non-I dian children not

answering questions, with guesses or otherwise, were case where they

ignored the question while they chose another picture (changed the

subject). The YaJd.rria children failed to respond to many questions.

lhoy did occasionally guess, v_incipally guessing that was in the

nature of ques ning (ending with a rising intonation ). Because of

the small sample of children, no conclusions can be drawn about the

admission -f lack of knowledge, but the akirna children were more

inclined to reply with "I don't know" or equivalents than the non-

Indian children.

Asking Questions

Bright children are supp sed to ask a lot of questions but it

also appears that qu stion-asking is role-relateJ. Children, particu-

larly in traditional classrooms, often assume it is the teacher's role

to ask questions and their role to answer them. I found that non-

Indian children were much more inclined to call me teacher, and to

answer every question I asked ven if they answered it incorrectly,

1 6
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a d not to ask me any, than the Yakima children. Some of the Yakima

children, on the other hand, took virtual control of the conversatIon

by asking questions. Oat of 51 turns in conversation, the girl

asked me if sleddIng tickled my tummy, also asked nie 22 oi;her

questions. One didn't ask me iy questions, but most o:E the Yaki as

tion about

some of the pictures. They could not be characterized as passive par-

ticipants in the conversation.

None of the questions asked by non-Indian children were -f

n I nature. They asked qu_ tions about the pictures: "Wher

the haystack at?" "What kind are these truck?" "'low do tney make

were in between, ually asking ques ions for further

go:' those cowb-- " etc. T1 Yakima children asked many ques-

ns of this sort, but they also asked questions of a more personal

nature: Now whata you g nna do?" "What your n e?"

Ted

Do

"Eow did you know my name?" "You know my mdd1e nam-

do you spell it Vt

u know

"Didn't you fall?" "Could I hold that?" (the

microphone), and "Did it tickle your tummy

v

The Yakima children also asked questions requesting clarification:

I asked, "What kind of fish do you catch when you go fishing?" and the

'child asked, MUh...you mean what color?" I answ ed, "Oh, what col-

what kind." No respons "What do you call the fish when you

ca -.'11 fish?" No response. "Have you e .been fishing?" She an-

swercd, "We g Once my daddy... ne caught a fisb...he caught a whale

Ny response to her request for clarification would have been more
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help if I had suggested two or three varieties of fish, such as trout

salmon, which I assume she would bave been familiar with.

With regard to asking for clarification or correcting false

impressions, I should menti n that the non-Indian children regularly

corrected me it I misunderstood them. They would repe t a word 2 or

times if necessary to make me understand. Yakima children did not.

There vas erie Yakima gi 1 who was very difficult to understand. She

had been talking about going cam ing in the mountains with her grand-

mother. I asked what they liked to cook when they vent t_ the moun-

tains. She anst red "Anything" /Initib/ with very high front, t nse

vowels, and I thought she said "Indian things." So I asked, "1Yhat

would Indian things be?" She answered, "Well, Grandma cooks mush.

Or initing." This time I guessed, "Indian tea and sh- agreed,

"She makes te ." She made no move to correct me . I had no inkling

of this while I was talking to her, but vhen I transcribed the tape,

I understood instaltly what she was talking about, and was amazed at

her pat ence with me. There were svcra1 such examples of the Yakima

children :,cailing to correct my misconceptions.

t was not always easy tO deternine the purpose of some questions:

A Yakima boy, looking at a picture of some mountains, said, "I think

it's a bear! Is there a bea

"YeA_," he answered.

"Well, I don't see one, do you?"

"Well," I conceded, "there might be. Because

there are big trees, and it out in the mountains. There might be

bea It "There some bears up there. Up there. Go get 'em! Jump!

I probably fall down and jump off." He was fantasizing as he had done

other times.
1 8
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It is interesting that the four non-Indian ch ldren I talked to

at Yakima were like the non-Indian children recorded in California,

not like the Yakima Indian children with whom they played 5 days a

week. The Yakima children answered fewer quest ons and asked more.

In e%aming the tran criptions for confirmations, I found that

Mishler 1975a) was correct insofar as my conv ation was concerned.

There was no instance in chich I did not offer confirmation of some

kind when a child answered my question. However, I found only one

case in which a Yakima child confirmed my response to a question.

We had been discussing people who were having a picnic on a beach,

I said, "They spread out a blanket." She answered, "It look like it.

They like to be on beach s? He like to fish, doesn't h "Yes I

xpect so," She replied, "He likes fish." It may not have been in-

tended as a confirmation, but may have been a continuation of her

thoughts about what was happening on the beach, for her next state-

m -t was Because he's a little bit big.

Indications w that the Yakima children were ntcrpreting the

situation as a friendly visit, not as a teacher- tudent interview, and

therefore, might fit into a scheme Whe- confirmation would be re-

quired. However, the children did not offer confirmation after a

response to their questions. the -ther hand, indications were

that the n-Indian children were interpreting the situation as a

teach nt interview, in which case a conf r ation is not re-

quired. They did not offer them.

1 9
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Interruptions

As would be pred5ct d £rorn Philips ( 976) the Yakima children

did not interrupt me in conversation even once. I have not analyzed

taped conversations between Yakima children (child-child as opposed

tr rbild-adult), but I would not expect it to be different. Of the

children whose language development I regularly follow, all inter-

rupt me from time to timo, and one does it quite often. The non-

Indian children at Yakima also broke in while I was speaking. For

example, a boy had chosen a picture of a rodeo and I asked, "You ever

see..." and he interrupted, "Yeah, I was watching them, tco..." Inter-

ruptions usually accompanied excited speech, but not always. A non-

Indian girl at Yakima was telling about camping, and I asked, "Did you

stay for a wh-7.1e..." when she interrupted, "Yeah, we went camping and

vent camping at Junior ake." Another child and I were talking

about a picture of a girl with a cat and I said, "It's a very young

kitty, and I guess that little girl..." and she broke in, "Yeah our

kitty Is going to be full grown." I asked, "Is it?' and she co ected,

"Yeah he's going to be."

The Yakima children practiced the opposi e of interruptions-

paus

Organization of Material

In this discussion of th- _reporting of events in the Course of

conversation, events_ will -efer either to happenings in the lives of

the children themselves or events as depicted in the pictures or

imagined by the children.

20
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I have commented elsewhei

culture for a brief, summarizing

many, if any, direct quotations.

20

eeks 1975) on he preference in oi=

report.of events that does not use

The style "Then I says to her and

she says to me," is equated with 1 -socio economic class. The

approved method involves summari

While it could not be said that the non-Indian children briefly

summarized the events depicted in a picture, there did emerge definite

differences in the style of the two groups. T1', non-Indian children

usually described what they saw as one might read a grocery list.

While the Yakima children usually picked up i picture and waited for

me to say something ("What's happening here?" was my usual qu tion),

the non-Indian children often picked up a pic uro and started talking

instantaneously: 'This one. Lots of horses are don on the ground

d some people. Tap at the window and hors s be mean to it. Putting

their head down under. Here. Or choosing a second ox third picture:

"This one. They picking flowers. Pick some more flower " In each case

would follow with comments or questions or both, and they would always

respond, but they seemed to be describing the picture as fully as they

could with their first turn.

The non-Indian children used a discourse registe4 whether they

were describing an event depicted in the picture or something that

had happened to themselves E.g., one girl cho e a picture of a

child with a cat. "I like that picture. I had a baby cat like

that." "You did?" I asked. "But mommy...it was a baby cat and it was

lost and I uh didn't know who it belonged to and I was going to keep

it but mommy started the next morning to keep it but Daddy took it

2 1
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and threw it down and it went away because he never liked my daddy."

Not one non-Indiam child included verbatim conversation in the events

they reported.

On the other hand the Yakima children made frequent use of a

narrative or st rytelling) register. The presented mate ial as one

might tell a story, using direct quotations and a wider range in

intonation patterns. A Yakima girl d I were discussing boats:

asked, "You ever been on a boat?" She answer--d, "We have a boat

home. Tommy.. .we were out in the wood and there was lots of water

there and we used to clean fish." "Oh. You like fish?" "Grandma said,

Tommy's going to get that boat and take us a ride on there. Waaay

out there." "Where?" "Waaay out there." "Wher that?" "Across

Hood River. y,ay, was lengthened consid-7ably.

The Yakima children often commented about tbe act on in the

pictures: "Look at kids climbint up that tree. They not posed t

hunt or fall down in the water, huh?" And later, "Oh, wh= Is tha:.

Oh I see a boat!' I asked a boy what he wanted to tell me about A

train, tated the sound a train makes. Later he imitated the

sounds of a ship horn when we were discussing ships.

ther instance a Yakima girl was looking at a picture of

visitors in a zoo taking pictures of seals in a p nd. She built up

a story where there was none to start with: "And they e takin'

pictures. There're people lookin' at them takin' pictures. They

touched them. And th re might be water in them. And they might all

fall in. And then the water might be deep, and their father might

ump in."

2 2
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t should be noted here that Jacobs (1931:271) comments regarding

Sahaptin, "In quotes and direct discour-e, remarks are often treated

as a sentence-obj ct of the verb. Not only are remarks turned into

object clauses, but Sahaptin -ay throw into object clauses any state-

ments of s n ory or ideational activity. Thus, for "He saw them com-

ing,' Sahaptin says, saw 'now they are co g."" Also, "He didn't

know where he was going" uould become "He did not know 'where am I

going?". A language tradition of this kind increases the probability

that English speakers with a Sahaptin background would use direct

quotations in discourse, rt was found in an earlier study (Weeks &

Weeks 1975 ) that Yakima children used significantly more direct quota-

tions than non-Indian children in a storytrlling task and son what

more in conversation.

The use of abundant direct quotations is considered appropriate

in our culture fo- storytelling purpos s, and we find individuals

who enjoy relating experiences in their best narrative register,
varylng pitch, volume, sjpe d, using other dialects when appropriate

and using direct quotations. Probably every culture has such a

register available, but the question is how many individuals use it,

and for what occasl

what appeared t- happening here was that the Yakima children

were interpreting the conversation with an adult as an appropriate

situation in which to use such a narrative register, whereas the

non-Indian children did not. The same had been true in the storyre-

telling task (Weeks & Weeks 1975): even though some of the non-Indian

2 3
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children were known to have a well developed narrat ve reoisterp

they did not use it in the story retelling task, whereas all of the

Yakima children made some style changes in retelling the story.

All of the children organized events, by and large, in a ch n-

olo- cal order, where time was involved. None of the children

Isu arized' materiA in the way an adult might though there were

differenc s in the ext-nt to which det= ils were either omitted

included. one interprets a situation as calling for a narrative

style, one will include details and devise ways of making the reported

event entertaining that one would not use in a reporting style.

In ths instance, the Yakima children interpreted the situation

more as I hal hoped than the non-Indian chilJren did. Other res archers

have reported that children from nursery hool age on call any new

adult in their room t acher,' and this was my experience both in

Palo Alto and at Yakima, where the white children were concerned.

None of the 12 Yakima children called me teacher. They simply did

not address me. When they wanted my attent on, they took my hand,

caught my eye, or g t my a tention in some way other than calling

t acher.' I believe that the interpretation of the sit ation as

a teache tudent relationship on the part of the non-Indian children

caused some of the differences between their performance and that of

the Yaki a children.

One important difference between the two groups of children,

then, involves the matter of what is chosen to report. The Yakima

children more often reported extraneous matte -th-- child's speculations

24
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about what might happen as opposed to restricting themselves to uhat

is actually seen in the pi. ture as the non-Indian children did.

Second, the Yakima children reported in a more colorful manner,

switching from a discourse register (which they used part of the

time) to a narra er for reporting plot-like activities.

Where the picture did not indicate a plot they often invented one

(the children will fall into the seal pond as a result of their

trying to touch the seals, and their father will jump in to save them;

there are bears in the mountains, and if I try to climb a -cree to

get one, I -ill fall out of the tree, etc.). Their narrative

as well as their dis ourse r gisLer included the use of

direct quot ti -s,

Summary

There were differences between two small groups of children

Yakima and non-Indian, in language Usage that should be categ rized

as cultural. Differences exhibited in conve -ation between myself

and the children included the following aspects of language usage:

the non-Indian children used none.

1. The Yakima child en were more eager to Converse, more eager

to extend convers tional time, and displayed more pleasure in the

process of conversation than the non-Indian children.

2. The Yakima children left more ques ions directed to them

unanswered than the non-Indian Children.

3. The Yakima children guessed at _ answers less often than the

non-Indian children, and admitted they didn't know answers mere often.

25
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4. Yakima children paused before answering, and never interrupted1

while the non-Indian children paused more briefly

before I finished speaking.

5. Yakima children asked mor- questions some _f t em of a

personal nature, than the non-Indian children, who asked no personal

questlons.

6. The Yakima children failed to correct my misconcepti ns or

misunderstanding of them rn every case, while the non-Indian childrn

did not hesitate to correct me.

7. YakimIchildren tended to reorganize material into a n :a-

tive form selecting different kind s of events to report than the

non-Indian children, vho reported events more simply in a dis ourse

register.

I expec.ed to find tha. the Yakima children would fail to conf

responses to their own questions, inasmuch as Yakimas feel confident

of the ljstenerts attention (Philips 1976). I also expected (in view

of the Mishler 1975a study) that the non-Indian children would offer

such confi nations. I found only rare examples in eitler group but

the lack of it may derive from causes. Evidence suggests that diffe--

ences aSsuMed roles on the part of the Yakima and non-Indian

children could be a determining fact r but more research is needed.

It remains to be determined why SOMC of these differences,

particularly in answering questions, exist. Are there important

diffe ences in experience that accentuate the inherent cultural

differences? E.g. do the Yakima children have noticeably less

26
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opportunity to converse with adults and to be confronted by questions

than the non-Indian children? it is an area that needs to be investi-

gated more thoroughly. Nevertheless, the Yakima children were active

participants in the conversations by any -tandards, contributing their

full share to the activ5 ,y. The differences found between their pe

formance and that of the non-Indian children need to be recognized by

and school officials for what they a --cultural difference---

not language deficiencies.

2 7
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Footnotes

1This is a revised version of a symposium paper presented at

the American Educational Research Association Convention in San

Francisco, April 21, 1976.

2
-The Yakima children attending this program may be thought of

as co ing from less tr-dition-1 homes in that their mothers work;

the more traditional homes mothers do not work outside the home.

Children from more traditional h -nes with Whom I have talked offer an

even greater contrast in language usage to the non-Indian children

than those recorded here.

3This boy.s mother was a Yakima

but not Yakima.

4Regif-ter d as a variety of 1arguagc difrering at any

or all levels of form

his father a Native Ame ican,

fro. other varieties of the same language,

'distinguished according to use . (Halliday, McIntosh & Strevens
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Discourse, Culture and Instruction

Thelma E. Weeks

Center for Cross-Cultural Research

Palo Alto, California

Several aspects of the conversational skills of 9 Yakima Indian

children, as compared to 9 non-Indian children, aged 3 years 10

months to 5 years 11 months, are examined. It was found that

Yakima children: ( more eager to engage in conversatlon,

but failed to respond to more questions than the non-Indian hil-

dren, (b) guessed at answers less often, (c) paused longer before

answering, (d) never interrupted, ( ) asked more qu stions, (f)

never corrected the investigator, and (g) used a narrative register

where non-Indian children used a discourse register. The differ-

ences found are attributed primarily to cultural differenc s.

(Yakima Indians, sociolinguistics (registers child language,

conversational analysis)
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