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Abstract -

The ourrent stud}; examined sex differences in the use 6f two
conversational management tecl*miqﬁes, intefruption# and similtaneous
_speech, during conversations between parents and preéchool childrlenv.
."Subjécts were sixteen.children, ages 2 to 5, and bothlvtheir parents.
Each parent-child pair engaged in senxiéstruémired play for 30
minutes. 'I'nere were no significant differences between boys and
girls in the use of these two conversatlonal tectmiques. However,
fathers mtermpted more and spoke. sumltaneously more than mthers
did. Further, both parents were more likely to interrupt thelr daughtersl
.and to speak. similtaneously with their daughters. Results were
d:Lscussed in relation to the pmaer ‘differences between men and women,
and in reference to the socialization of children into male and

femmale sex roles.
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SEX DIFFERENCES IN PARENT-CHILD CONVERSATIONS

) Esther Blarﬂc Creif

N

Boston University

* Language is.one of the major tools used in the process of sex- -role

" socialization. | Messages about sex roles are conveyed to chlldren from
acmal content of speech as well as from the style of speech (2.g., which
words are emphasn_zed etc.) and from nonverbal behav10rs which accompany
Speec’n (e.g., slelng) The current study looks "at conversatlcnal manage-
ment, to see who regulates the conversatlon when parents and ch:leren are
talking. . Spec1flca11y, this study exanmnes two management tecnnlques--
.‘mtemtmg and spea}qng similtaneously--and looks at their use in con-
versatmns between parents and their preschool children.

. Recent studles of language have found that males and females use
language dlffere'ntly (cf. Bodine, 197.‘)). Lakoff (1973) in a paper titled
"'Language and womzm's place'’, suggested that women's speech is more polite
and less forceful than the speech of men. She argues that women are
soc1a112ed to thel.r special style, and are dlscouraged from using the male
style which is more neutral. It has also been suggested (Henley, 1975) that.
women “are more ser151t1ve to nonverbal cues of other people than men. are, and
are therefore more pollte speakers Both interrupting someone and spea]u.ng
at the sz time as someone show impoliteness and inattention of one’
speakér to another. ,

In our soc1ety, chlldren are usually taught not to interrupt a person

| w‘-\e is talk:mg Yet many adults themselves intermimpt others. In fact, it

_see:ns that J.n ~erruptions can be used acceptably under certain circumstances.

'For instance, :mdlvlduals in hlch status positions may :Lnten'upt people of
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| lower status (cf. Henley, 1977). Further, if interruptions can be used

to demonstrate pover and status, then one nught "Jredlct that men would

, interrupt more than WOITET . In fact there is evidence that thJ_s is the

case. Zimmerran and West (1975) compared the naturahstlc conversatlons
of male-female adult pa:Lrs with conversations of male-male and female-

female palrs They found that there were many more interruptions -in the k'

opposite sex pairs than in same-sex pairs. Even more striking was their

- finding that males were more 111<e1y to interrupt the speech of worren than

vice versa. One aim of the current study was to examine mtern;ptlons

-of parents during interactions with the1r preschool children, to detexrmine

if fathers interrupt children more than mothers.

A second aim of the study was to examine the incidence of simultaneous

| ..speech Typic.aliy in a Con\}ersatidn both people obey rules of turn-taking

'Wthh are designed to reduce the 111<e11hood of speakers ta]kmg at the

same time (cf. Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974) . But simultaneous

.speedh still does occur.. When it does, adults may smile at each other,

recognizing the turn-taking or trans:.tlon error, and then one perscm gives

up the floor. Even thoug,h simultaneous speech seems more acc1denta1 than

_interruptions, one speaker can take advantage of the situation to maintain

or gain control. If fathers are using simultaneous speech as a eonversational

_management technlque possibly a result of thelr soc1ahzat1cm into male

ianguage patterns, then fathers may engage in more simultaneous. speech
with thel_‘r children than mot_hprs |
Fmally, this study looks at the effect of a child's se_x on parents

tendencies to interrupt and speak similtaneously. Parents may interact

‘ differehtly'with boys ‘and girls, for a variety of reasons (e.g., cues from .

' the chlld parent expectatlons etc.). If so0, we might flI'ld dJ.fferences in

conversations with boys and girls. For example parents may be more pohte




with sons than with daughters.
To sum, t_hen there were three major aims of the chrent study
1) -to see if there are sex differences between mothers and fathers in the
- _use of interruptions;
2) to see if t.here are sex differe_nces between mot‘ne'rs‘and fathers in the
incidence of snnultaneous speech; and, |

~

3) to see if e1t_her of these features d:Lffers in the speech of parents to o

boys and girls.

METHOD

Subjects. - Sixteen middle-class children, 8 boys and 8 girls, and both their

~ parents participated in the study.' Children ranged in age from 2 to 5 years,

with a mean-ag’e of 3-1/2 years.

Procedure Each child visited a laboratory playroom twice, once with each -

. parent.- Dmrmg each visit,- the parent-child pair was asked to engage in

three act1v1t1es durmg a 30—m1nute play session. The act1v1t1es mcluded
readnng a book whlch had no words, playing w1t_h a toy car that had removable |
parts, and usmg food items and a cash register to play pretend store. All

play sessions were v1deotaped conversatlons were transcribed, and utterances

were marked. +

Coding. Instances of mtemxptlons by parents and chlldren were recorded

as well as occurrences of s:multaneous speech. Interruptlons were coded

when one piarson began to talk while the other person was already speaking.

: For example, if during "the play. store'sitmation a child started to say' "I'm

going to buy some..." and the parent at that point sa:Ld "Why ‘dor't you buy.

sorre.pea'nut butter?"”, an interruption 'would be coded. Slmultaneous speech

2

was coded when both speakers began to speak at the same time.
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For each famlly all instances of interruptions and sim_lltaneous speech

were converted to percentages based on a) total nunber of parent utterances

L

- b) total nurtber of c¢hild utterances; OT c) ‘total number of utterances of

‘parent ‘and ch:le comb:med

o

Table 1 provides descr1pt1ve mfornatlm about the mean nurber of

[P

utterances used during the 30—rrunute play sessions. As one can see, parents .
spoke more than their children. There were no significant dlffererlces in
the nurber. of tttermees used by mothers ys. fathers, or in the mumber of
utterances ~used— py parents to boys Vs. girls. | |

The mean number of interruptions by parents and children, and mean

nurber of instances of sim;ltaneous speech, are contained in Table 2. From

~inspection, one can see that there were more instances of simultaneous speech

than of interruptions. Ftn'ther parents tendec to interrupt the:.r childrer.
7.8 times per play session. The range of number of mtem:ptlons by
parents to children was 1 to 25. The range of instances of simultaneous
speech was 3 to 2&5. ‘v

All statistical analyses of interruptions were performed us:.ng percen-
tages based ‘on the number of each child's utterances. For int"‘em_tptions, |
differences between nunber of interruptions by mothers versus fathers was _]ust
short -of slgnlzlcance, mt]:; fathers mterrt.tptmb more (‘vhlcoxon W (16)=41,

p< 088) Comparison of 'speech'to bdys versxis glrls showed that parents

~were more likely to mterrupt girls (U (8,8) -58, p< .09). 'I'hus there

was a ten_dency for fathers to interrupt more than mothers, and for both

parents o interrupt girls more than boys.
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Analyses of simultaneous speech were performed usmg percentages based
on the total number of utterances of péares nt and child combined. D1fferences
in the percentages of smultaneous speech between mothers and children
versus fathers-and children were highly s1gnlf1cant (Ws(l6) = §, p<~.0l).‘ .
Father—child pairs were more likely than mother-child pairs to speak-at the
same time.’ Further both parents were more likely to engage in simultaneous

peech w:Lt_h their daughters than with their sons (U (8,8) = 52, p<.052).

Since smultaneous speech involves both speakers, eltber the child or
the parent could use the occurrence of’ s:unultaneous speech to maintain or
gain control of the conversation. To determine who continued to speak,
'mstances of simuiltaneous speech were analyzed " Results are nresented in

Table 3. Parents were significantly more llkely to contmue talking than

were children (45% vs. 27% for mothers and children; W (16) = 22.5, p<.02;
48% vs. 28 for fat_hers and children; W, (15) = 13, p< .0l). About one
quarter of the instances of smultaneous speech resulted in both the

parent' and child continuing to speak. Thus.-, parents do not gain conversa-
‘tional control ‘everytj‘nxe simultaneous speech occuss, but they do gain or '
keep control more often than the1r children cdo. There weie no mother-father
| differences. ’ . \

An analys1o o" chlldren s mtem:ptlcns\of their parents showed no
31gnlf1cant dlfferences between. boys and g1rls alt_houz,h there was a trend
for boys to interrupt both mothers and fathers more ‘than girls X for boys
= 5.19; _X for girls = 4.32). Fm:'ther there was no relatlonshlp between
" the mmber__of tnmes the Child mterrupted the parents and the nurrber of
times the child was interrupted by the parent. .

. Correlatiorls were computed between the frequency of interruptions
and sinﬁjltmeous.;:speech, ro see if parents who interrupt a lot al‘so engage |



in'a‘ lot of s1'multanecﬁs speech. for mothers and fa':.hers_, r= .61 (p<.005).
Thu._ parents seem to be cons1stent » Corselations laere'-also ccmpnted to
see if there was any con51stency in the use of mtemzptlons and sijmﬂtaneous
speeeh within fznru_lles. Correlatlons Letween number of mterruptlons for
m’)thers\and fathers was _.50 (p<.05).’ .For simul taneous speech, r = .48 (p<.05).

' Thus, there does seem to be a family pattern.
, DISCUSSION . s . |
e To summarize the findings, it seems that fathers mterrupt their children
o "more than rnothers do, and that both parents mtem:p—t—daughters more than sons.
Also, fathers engage in ‘simulianeous speech with their children more than
- rnothers and both parents exhibit more -simsitaneous speech w1th riaughters ‘
Further parents were consistent in being elther high or 1ov on interruptions
and s1multaneous speech. Also, w1th1n families, mothers and fathers were
 similar in their styles. ‘
If the use of interruptions and simultaneons speech is considered to
" be a sign of impoliteness to the other speaker, -and anay of controlling
conversations, then these results suggest that fathers are less sensitive to
their children and are more controlling than rnothers, and that _bhth mothers
and fathers are less sensitive £b daughters than\to‘ sons. Why might fathers
be less pollte and’ more controllmg than mothers" Perhaps they are benaving
in accordance with prescriptions for the male role. Males are typically
socialized to be dorrrin;mt and to take charge of situa_tions.' They also tend
' to be more power consc1ous than twomen. Therefore fathers may demonstrate
thelr high status and show their ¢hildren who 1is in charge by controllmg
‘the corrversatlons with their chlldren, and interrupting and speakmg s:.multane- "
ously 'are two ways of domg this. Since men seem to m_terrupt more than

" women in adult conversations, it is not surprising that this occurs with '

ERIC - - 8
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parent-—chlld conversatlons By interrup'ting, one can change topics,
:mtroduce new 1deas and SO on, - that is, one ‘has control Further, by

mterruptmg fathers are showmg thelr chlldren who is rore powerful

The next qur.st:on that arises 1is why mothers .and fatherc. seem more

donnnant toward daughters- Perhaps parents are usmg conversatlonal

techmques to teach their sons and daughters about cheir status O place in

’soc1ety The message to glrls is that they are more mterruptlble, which

suggests, 1_n a subtle way, that they are also not too important, or at least

.- less so than boys Alsc, adult men anJ women are used to mtemzptulg

women more than men (cf. Zimmerman and West, 1975), cnd this may extend to

the1r Jnteractlons with their chlldren

What eftects might this differential treatment have' on the deve;lopment
of boys and girls? F1rst children are learning from observatlons that males

and females behave dlfferently, and that males are more doru_nant Children .

also may be acquiring the sex—approprlate pattern after all, modelmg

o is a powerful teaching tool (ct. Bandura 1968) . Finally, boys and girls

afe gettlng different messages about thelr roles in society. ’I'hus,
D and

chlldren may learn about their overall status or role from the way .they

" are treated; and, they may learn how to behave by modelmg approprlate

: adults

The finding that parents are consistent among themsel ves in styl'e

shows that children are gettlng the sane message from the parent either .

the child is 1nterrupt1ble or not. Further, the _famly pattern suggests

that chlldren are gettlng relat1vely cons1stent treatment: within a. family

"It 1s unportant to remember that the results reported here are mean dlfferences.

Not a."l farm.lles foL‘lowed thf> pattern of treating boys and gu‘ls dlffelently

7

In sum, then./ thJ.s paper loo<e & conversatlonal management and found

--that».,fathers are more: likely than mothers to 1nterrupt and engage. in

0 |
w:Lth thelr reschool chlldren, and that both mothers it
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and fathers are 'rnore- likely to intemzpt- and speak simultaneously with
daughters than with sons. I: suggested that fathers may use theatechniques |
‘to. control conversations ‘with their chlfdren and ‘that both parents \may be
nore contrc‘vllmg mth‘ girls.” Further research on parent child conversations
_needs-to be ‘done"td clarify ‘the effects of situational 'faetors, age
div’ffer'ences, social class, and so on. Further analysis of subtle co’nversa—" ;_ )

t10na1 management technlques " like the ones studied here, as well as

patterns of pauses, intonation, etc may reveal a varlety of ways in which

*

adult men and women speak dlfferently, ‘and ways in which they speak ':hffererit*
ly to boys and girls. Knowledge of these differences can give us insight
mto the processes of sex-role soc1allzat10n and can prov1de us with the

tools for social change. : ' g -
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Table 1
Mean Mumber of Utterances During
30-minute Plav Session for

Mothei:é, Fathers, and _Children

PARENT CHILD | Total Utterances
(Parent & Child)

Mother 551.25 Son 291.00 842.25
with son (117.56) with mother | (66.55)
Mother =~ | 545.75 Daughter 293.00 . 838.75.
with datghter | (77.44)  with mother | (88.58) |
Father | 528.00 Son 27738 | 805.38
with.son.  |(109.72) with father | (70.78) |
Father | 528.13 paughter | 3%.00  ° 882.13
with daughter |(13547) with father | (112.82) |

Note.--Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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Table 2
Mean NMunber of Instances of
Interruptions and Simultaneous

Speech During 30-minute Play Sessions

- INTERRUPTIONS SIMULTANEOUS
SPEECH
PARENT CHILD Total per
: Dyad

Mothers 5.50 |Sons  |[5.13 10.63 Mother-
_ ; - 1 13.13
‘to ‘sons ‘ .(3.82), to mothers| (3.52) ' . 1, Son " « (8.2)
Mof.hers 9.0 = |Daughters [4.50 . 13.50 : Mother- .

o ’ 20.13

. to daughters| (7.73) | to mothers| (4.57) . Daughter | - (11.27)

Fathers " 17.0°  {Sons’ 15.25 12.25 Father- |
| - 1 17.25
_ to sons ¥5.55) | to fathers|(2.19) | o Son (11.91)
" Fathers ~ |9:75 |Daughters |[4.13 13.88 | | Fathers" |
to dayghters (6.25) | to fathers|(3.09) | c Daughter | (10.57) -

<

Note.--Standard deviations ate in paréntheses..

Qo _ . - 19
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Table 3
Analysis of Instances of
Simuil taneous Speéch
SPEECH CONTINUED BY
PARENT CHILD “BOTH
MOTHER WITH
SoN- 497, 23 28%
* DAUGHTER o ©30% 30%
FATHFR WITH
. SON s 26% 24,
FATHER WITH
- DAUGHIER™ 4% 307 . 25%
'fOTAL MEAN A 27% 27%
16 , :



