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ABSTRACT 
The role of prosodic features in the management of turn-
taking is investigated in interactions between an English-
learning boy aged 19-21 months and his mother. The child 
is able to project turn continuation and completion 
prosodically. However, on occasions of overlapping talk, 
it is the mother who works to resolve the situation. She 
does this by differential deployment of clusters of 
temporal and prosodic behaviours, characterised as ‘curtail 
and recycle’ vs. ‘persist to completion’. These two 
embody different stances by the mother towards the status 
of the child’s overlapped turn in relation to the unfolding 
talk. 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

Intonational and other prosodic features constitute a 
resource that participants draw on to accomplish a range 
of fundamental interactional tasks. For this reason, 
interactional linguists and phoneticians with an interest in 
language development have cause to put intonation centre 
stage, in contrast to the status quo in child language 
research. Those studies of child intonation that have been 
carried out have tended to rely on correlational 
methodologies: hypothesised functional or speech act 
categories (e.g. request), are correlated with particular 
intonation patterns (e.g. rise). The role of the other co-
participant(s) in the interaction is largely ignored, as is the 
sequential environment in which a particular intonation 
pattern occurs. The research reported here represents an 
alternative approach, where (a) the development of 
linguistic systems is regarded as a collaborative 
achievement and (b) analytical claims are based on  the 
observable behaviour of participants. In line with the 
practices of Conversation Analysis, we present examples 
that illustrate the main findings of detailed sequential and 
phonetic analysis of a large number of individual cases. 
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2. DATA 
ial is from eight video-recorded  interactions, each 
0 minutes,  between R (male,) c.a. 19 – 21 months,  
s mother, who are engaged in play activities, mainly 
 pieces into puzzle boards. Extracts presented here 
ent the convergence of results from impressionistic 
ription and acoustic analysis of F0, intensity and 
on, with the aim of keeping the transcript relatively 
le. For this reason too, details of nonverbal activity 
een kept to a minimum.  

3. TURN TRANSITION IN THE CLEAR 

well known, there is a strong preference in talk-in-
ction for just one speaker to talk at a time [1]. In the 
t data, the large majority of turn transitions, as in 

talk, pass off without overlap, as in (1). 

B8  450664  
 now what’s (.) what’s this  

can you remember what this is 
_______________________ 

_______________________  
  (.)dœ  (0.7) pkx 

                   <f> 
____________________ 
 
____________________ 

 top that’s right top  
<f>              <p> 

(1.2) 

rn is followed by a turn from M. There is no 
ening silence, which suggests that the projection of 



the turn ending does not depend on the presence of a silent 
interval following R’s talk: there are other means available 
to M to know that a Transition Relevance Place (TRP) has 
been reached. This particular extract lends further support 
to the observation that silence is not crucial in projecting 
the TRP: there is a 0.7 second silence before the end of  
R’s turn (line 3). If M depended on silence to know when 
R has finished his turn, she might be expected to come in 
at this point. So what else might M be attending to? The 
lexis and syntax of R’s turn may not be a wholly reliable 
guide, given R’s syntactic, semantic and phonological 
immaturity (although on this occasion M seems to be 
pretty clear what the last word is, at least). A candidate is 
prosodic features: here, the pitch on R’s non-final (pre-
pausal) syllable is around mid, whereas the final syllable 
falls to low. Our study [2] of data from several children of 
this age / developmental stage (including R) found that the 
children routinely projected more to come by means of 
mid pitch (as in line 3, accompanying []); conversely, 
they projected turn endings by fall or rise-fall to low, (as 
in line 3, accompanying [pkx]), or high rise. Thus R has 
prosodic means at his disposal that can be deployed to 
project continuation of his turn, and to project a TRP. As 
well as providing an interactional  resource in the here and 
now,  this has an important consequence for the child’s 
linguistic development:  the prosodic projection of ‘more 
to come’ buys the child space to produce a turn that 
consists of two elements, and thus to progress from the 
‘single word’ phase to multiword utterances [2]. The 
child’s own prosodic resources are used to ‘bootstrap’ 
grammatical development.  
 
So far, the picture is of a child being able to deploy 
prosodic resources to hold and yield the turn. The issue 
then arises, as it does for adult talk, as to how and why 
overlaps happen, and what happens when they do. We 
present two contrasting cases where overlap occurs, 
apparently as a consequence of R misprojecting, or failing 
to project, the end of a turn by prosodic means. The 
mother treats each in a different way, thereby displaying to 
R her different orientations to the actions that are 
embodied in his (overlapped) turns. 
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4. OVERLAP AND ITS RESOLUTION 
 are occasions when, following a TRP, both 
ipants start up simultaneously. Prior to the start of 
 has been trying to elicit from R the word for 
l’ on a toy train, and this continues in the first few 
f the extract: 

RB8 189000   

 what’s this bit called though 
_________ 
 
_________ 

  ij akl 
  <f> 
______________________________ 
 
______________________________ 

 it isn’t  it’s called a funnel 
_____ 
 
_____ 

 f  f a 
<f> 
__________ 
 
__________ 

 that’s right 
______________________________ 
 
______________________________   
n what comes out of the funnel 
_________ 
 
_________ 

  m  k 
<f    f> 
(0.5)  



 ______ 
 [ 

[______] 
9 M: [smoke-] 
 ((M nods)) 

[______] 
 [ 

[______]_ 
[      ] 

10 R: [f  f    ] 
 <f> 
11 (0.5) 

_________________________________ 
  
 _________________________________ 
12 M: smoke comes out of the funnel  
 __________ 
  

__________ 
13 doesn’t it  
 (( M nods)) 
14 (1.5) 
15 M: hm 
16 (1.6) 
17 M: ‘s that right 

 
Unproblematic turn exchange in the clear, of the kind 
already noted in Extract 1, is evident as far as line 7, 
providing further evidence to suggest that R has mastered 
the design of TRP projection. In line 7, R deploys an 
appropriate prosodic design to accomplish a TRP at the 
end of his turn and M’s incoming, in line 9, provides 
further evidence that she orients to these features in R’s 
talk as TRP-projecting. In this incoming, M starts doing a 
repeat of R’s prior turn ‘smoke’, matching his high pitch 
and fall – a sequence this far identical with Extract 1. 
However, in line 10, R produces further talk, with ‘fafa’, 
which gives rise to overlap. The naming of funnel/fafa was 
the subject of the first four turns, and is therefore 
superfluous as the second pair part responding to “what 
comes out of the funnel?”. Thus R’s ‘fafa’ is projected 
neither pragmatically nor prosodically. As M has started 
her turn, R’s turn in line 10 appears to violate one of the 
basic practices of turn-taking [1]: the current speaker may 
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 procedures that are available to participants in order 
lve such clashes [1], the most common is the one 
lified here – one speaker (here M) curtails her turn 
ops out after one syllable or beat of overlap (line 9). 
ntrast, R’s turn (line 10) is not curtailed: it is 
lete prosodically, even though it is only two syllables 

ord). In the data as a whole, R rarely displays 
ation to the potentially problematic nature of his 
pping incomings: he just carries on as normal. This 
ent in his phonetic production of  ‘fafa’ in overlap, 
 is just as loud as ‘smoke’, with major pitch accent. 
it is neither prosodically subordinate, to signify an 
wledgment of the other speaker’s prior claim to the 
or is it upgraded phonetically, in order to wrest the 
rom M [3]; nor, finally, is it cut off , signifying that 

nquishes the turn when he finds himself in 
etition with M for the floor [1].  R simply carries on, 
blivious to overlap. It is M who does the work to 
e the overlap, by curtailing her turn. 

ing this overlap and her dropping out, M uses 
er practice commonly found in adult-adult talk: the 
ed turn beginning [1]. She recycles ‘smoke’, which 
es the first element of a new turn (line 12). The 
cy of this recycling is striking: M uses not only the 

word, the same pitch pattern and the same pitch 
t onset but also the same head nod. By curtailing and 
ing her turn, M registers the overlap as an event and 
at may have impaired the talk. Moreover, M exploits 
portunity to recycle her curtailed turn, in order to 
p an agenda for the subsequent talk. Following 
t 1 we might have expected M’s first  ‘smoke’, in 

, to be a complete turn constructional unit  (TCU) 
itch fall to base, forming a sequence terminating 

tion, e.g. “smoke, that’s right, smoke”.  Instead, the 
 pitch on ‘smoke’ only reaches the mid of the pitch 

; in line 12 M turns it into the first element of a 
r TCU, which is constructed so as to elicit from R a 
r display or confirmation of his understanding that 
 is what comes out of the funnel. The recycling of 
erlapped turn furnishes M with a resource for 



extending talk on the current topic, as evidenced by her 
pursuit of this agenda in lines 15 -17. 
 

5. RECOGNITIONAL OVERLAP 
In (3), line 3, R is producing a non-speech, sing-song 
vocalisation, characterised as such prosodically. M comes 
in in overlap. R soon stops, and attends to M’s actions. 
 
(3) RB2 105000 
  
1 M: we want some bricks don’t we   

((M digs in box))  
((R looking down at toy)) 

2 (1.5) 
____________________ 

  
 ____________________ 
3 R:  m        [a        ] 
 <p     [        p>] 

       [__________]_______ 
   [ 

 ___________________ 
4 M:   [where’s the] tiger  
 __________________ 
 
 __________________ 

that goes in there (.)                   
((M gets up))((R looks up)) 

5 M: let me just go and get the bricks 
 
M displays recognition of the ‘thrust’ of R’s turn by means 
of her incursion into that turn in line 4 [4]. M does not 
curtail her turn on finding that she is in overlap with talk 
from R. Nor does she produce any obvious ‘perturbation’ 
of her speech, e.g. lengthening, increase in volume, raising 
pitch, that is hearable as an explicit competition for the 
floor. These are behaviours found routinely in adult talk.  
Instead, M does what Schegloff [1] describes as 
‘persisting to completion’: she continues to the end of her 
turn, without phonetic modification. In adult English talk, 
such occurrences are a powerful but relatively rare way of 
resolving overlap. However, in the present data, it is one 
of the most common practices. M uses it routinely when R 
is producing a non-speech vocalisation, as here, or an 
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atopoeic string (e.g. clicks for horse noises, tick-
for clock sounds), or when he repeats the same word 
nd over. While sometimes M’s ‘persist to 

letion’ is little more than a brief recognition, on other 
ions, M is concerned to get R to pursue her own 
or agenda within the play activity, as with the tiger 
in the puzzle in (3). The effect of ‘persist to 
letion’ is to take the talk in a direction that shows R’s 
pped turn (line 3) to be of no further consequence 
 talk. 

6.CONCLUSIONS 
9-21 months is able to project turn continuation and 
letion prosodically. However, when overlap arises, it 
adult interactional partner who does the work to 
e the situation. She does this by differential 
yment of clusters of temporal and prosodic 
iours, characterised as ‘curtail and recycle’ vs. 
st to completion’. These two embody different 
s by the mother towards the status of the child’s 
pped turn in relation to the unfolding talk.  
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