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CAN I HELP YOU UNDERSTAND ME?
MATERNAL REPAIR PRACTICES
AND RESPONSIVENESS IN INTERACTIONS
WITH LANGUAGE-IMPAIRED CHILDREN

CHIARA TOMA™ - MARGHERITA ORSOLINI®

University of Rome “Sapienga”

ABSTRACT: This study examines the interplay between repair practices and emotional responsive-
ness and availability in interactions of 12 mothers with their 4- and 5-year-old children with Specific
Language Impairment (SLI). Conversational sequences characteriged by linguistic and communica-
tive mother-child misunderstanding were identified and described through a qualitative analysis. Fre-
quency of different types of mothers’ repair practices was then analysed as a function of two factors:
(i) the mother’s emotional sensitivity and capability of providing an emotional-cognitive scaffolding to
her child; (ii) the child’s linguistic abilities. By using a qualitative Conversational Analysis approach
we identified a gradation in the mothers” repair practices, from mitigated conversational sequences,
that were likely to promote the child’s participation to the building of intersubjective understand-
ing or to control child’s emotions, such as shame or anger, to unmitigated sequences characteriged
by other-repair practices in which mothers took all the responsibility for clarifying the child’s turns
and/or express corrections in an emotionally aggravated way. By analyging the frequency of differ-
ent types of repair practices as a function of the mothers” emotional availability (Biringen 2008) we
found that the mothers who were more likely to be emotionally connected with their children were less
likely to be involved in unmitigated repair sequences. Reciprocally, the mothers who were more emo-
tionally sensitive and skilled in constructing a “holding environment” for their child were more likely
to be involved in mitigated repair sequences. Finally, we observed that mothers tended to be involved
in other-repair unmitigated practices more often when their child’s linguistic abilities were lower.

KEYWORDS: Repair practices - Responsiveness - Mother-child interaction - Intersubjective under-
standing - SLI.

1. INTRODUCTION

ACCORDING to Schegloff, talk in interaction has an underlying “organization
of practices for dealing with trouble or problems in speaking, hearing, and
understanding the talk” (Schegloft 2006: 77). This organization allowing the par-
ties to locate and deal with troubles in mutual understanding deploys repair pro-
cedures that can be implemented by the speakers themselves (self-repair) or other
recipients (other-initiated repair). According to Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks (1977),
self-repair is structurally preferred: the initial opportunity to start a repair address-
ing and resolving a trouble is likely to occur in the same turn in which the trouble

- Definitive version received in July 2013.
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source occurred (“same-turn repair”) or in its immediate surroundings. Even in
other-initiation repairs, recipients of talk that is for them troublesome prefer sig-
nalling the trouble source without offering a candidate repair: in this way, the re-
sponsibility for repairing a problematic turn is left to the speaker.

The importance of repair practices for building intersubjective understanding
has to be emphasized. No matter of whether troubles affect structural compo-
nents of language (phonology, lexical selection, grammatical structure, prosody),
or language-world links (e.g., person reference terms), repair practices interweave
the “basic interactivity of ordinary talk”, allowing an immediate, local determina-
tion of intersubjectivity: “each next turn displays some basic understanding of the
just prior or some prior other talk, action, scene, and so forth, or it displays the
problematicity of such understanding” (Schegloff 2006: 79). How are the repair
practices structured when the recipient is an adult language user and the speaker
a preschool child with specific language impairment? Will the repair organization
show the same subtle display of intersubjectivity and the structural preference for
self-repair that are shown in ordinary talk between adults?

Children with specific language impairment (SLI) have difficulties at multiple
language levels (phonological, lexical, morphological, pragmatical) and their ef-
fective participation in a conversation is often considerably hindered. Many studies
observed that children with SLI are less active participants in conversation with
their parents or peers, and frequently produce unclear, ambiguous or unintelli-
gible utterances (Conti-Ramsden 1990; Paul, & Elwood 1991; Conti-Ramsden,
Hutcheson, & Grove 1995; Yont, Hewitt, & Miccio 2002).

Parents of children with SLI are thus more likely to deal with conversational
breakdowns and the need to restore intersubjective understanding. At the same
time, due to their frequent language problems, children with SLI are more likely to
experience a lack of intersubjective understanding, which may result in emotions
such as anger or shame, associated to conversation and communication break-
downs.

How do mothers prevent these children’s feelings when they deal with failures
of mutual understanding in interactive talk? This question points to the emotional
responsiveness mothers are likely to show in talk with their language-impaired
child. Skibbe, Moody, Justice & McGinty (2008) highlighted the importance of a
positive socio-emotional climate in the interaction between mothers and children
with language disorders. Interestingly, 4-year-old children with SLI showed high
participation in shared book reading only when mothers” behaviors were highly
sensitive in terms of emotional support, and skilled in both structuring book read-
ing activity and preserving child’s autonomy.

A longitudinal research (La Paro, Justice, Skibbe, & Pianta 2004) showed that
children with SLI at age 3 were more likely to resolve their language impairment
when they were 4,5-year-old if their mothers were highly supportive, respectful of
the child’s autonomy, less prone to show hostility and less depressed. Emotional
sensitivity shown by mothers in conversation with their language-impaired child
has been less investigated compared to maternal linguistic responsiveness, and its
effects on language development. It is well known, from studies such as those by
Girolametto, Weitzman, Wigs and Pearce (1999), that responsive maternal speech
input (e.g., imitating, labeling objects to which the child is attending, expanding
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the child’s words into phrases) enhances both receptive and expressive language
learning and has robust longitudinal effects on children’s language development
(Girolametto et al. 1999).

It is not clear to what extent the construct of “responsiveness” can be used to
analyze repair practices in interaction between mothers and children with SLI.
Woulde & Barton (2001) analyzed corrective repair sequences occurring in shared
book reading between mothers and children with SLI, and compared the repair
procedures to sequences characterized by the initiation-response-evaluation ex-
change, typical of teacher-pupils conversation. In such three-turns conversational
structure children are asked “to display their knowledge and allow parent to evalu-
ate children’s responses in a very similar way teacher-pupil talk was identified in
educational institutions” (Woulde et al. 2001: 22). Barachetti and Lavelli (2011) ana-
lyzed shared book reading between mothers and children with SLI, and in particu-
lar, the level of support that maternal repairs provided to model a child’s correct
response. The results showed that mothers of children with SLI produced more
high-supportive repair than mothers of age-matched children but not more than
mothers of language-matched younger children. Thus, mothers interacting with
children with SLI or at early stages of their language development, are more likely
to use a didactic type of repair in which strong cues are provided to elicit the
speaker’s correct response.

The results of these studies suggest that repairs can be used not only to create a
“local determination of intersubjectivity” (Schegloff 2006) but also to implement
an instructional type of talk, in which a more expert and competent recipient pro-
vides a less competent speaker with “language acquisition” practices. Through
maternal repairs a child with language impairment may receive cues eliciting new-
ly acquired words or grammatical structures.

In this study we maintained that mothers’ work for helping their child to repair
a problematic utterance can be done with an overt and marked pedagogical stance
or in more subtle ways striving to keep adult” and child” conversational roles more
symmetrical compared to the initiation-response-evaluation structure typical of
instructional contexts. We could also think that mothers who are emotionally sen-
sitive, aware of the child’s signals, willing to respond in an appropriate way and
prone to provide an emotional-cognitive scaffolding, are more likely to enhance
child’s self-repair, and/or promote the child’s participation to a co-constructed re-
pair work.

The specific aim of the present study was to explore the interplay between
mothers’ repair practices and emotional responsiveness and availability. We ad-
dressed these issues as follows:

a) Mothers’ repair practices may differ in terms of participation structures, with less
asymmetrical repair practices involving a child actively contributing to a revision of
his/her problematic utterance, and more asymmetrical structures being character-
ized by a mother carrying out the whole corrective procedure.

b) If mothers differ in terms of propensity for using less asymmetrical repair practices,
these differences may be related to the mother’s emotional sensitivity and capability
of providing an emotional-cognitive scaffolding to his/her child.

¢) Using more asymmetrical repair practices is likely to be related to child’s language
level, with more delayed children eliciting more pedagogical and asymmetrical moth-
ers’ repair practices.



o2 CHIARA TOMA * MARGHERITA ORSOLINI

11. METHOD

Participants

Twelve Italian preschoolers with SLI and their mothers participated in this study.
The group of children consisted of 4 females and 8 males, whose age ranged from
4 years and 1 month and 5 years and 11 months (mean age: 4 years and 9 months).
Participants were recruited from a Research and Care Service in Rome (Italy), a
Neurocognitive Developmental Rehabilitation Service in Pisa (Italy), and two pri-
vate speech therapy centers in Rome and Pisa.

Each child had a diagnosis of expressive or phonological language impairment,
not secondary to other conditions. The diagnosis of specific language impairment
was based on standardized tests or on clinical observations collected periodically in
the early years of the child’s life. Children were involved in a speech therapy treat-
ment with the exception of one child who had interrupted his therapy 7 months
before the observations of this study began.

Observations

Mother-child interactions were video-recorded with a fixed camera and took place
in the rooms where children usually had speech therapy treatments. Mother-child
dyads were observed for approximately 15 minutes in two different situations with-
in one session lasting about 30 minutes.

In the first situation, mother-child dyads were asked to look through some pho-
tos depicting significant moments in the child’s family or school life (e.g., birth-
days, holidays). In the second situation, mother-child dyads engaged in a pretense
play with materials provided by the researcher (a car, a puppets’ family, some
small accessories, forest and farm animals and a fence). Before starting the video-
recording, the researcher introduced herself and briefly explained mothers that
she would like to observe children’s talk with their parents and recommended to
communicate with their children as they usually did at home.

The activity of looking through some photos ended before the time we had sug-
gested (i.e., 15 minutes) for 4 mother-child dyads.

Transcription

Verbal interaction of each mother-child session was transcribed using the “Child
Language Data Exchange System” (CHILDES; MacWhinney 1995). Each line of
transcription included just one utterance. According to Cresti and Moneglia’s (1997)
criterion, utterances are pragmatic units based on speakers” perception of prosodic
boundaries in the speech flow. Fall of intensity, pause, rhythm, final lengthening
are all signs of prosodic boundaries between utterance units.

Analyging repair sequences

After a qualitative description of the maternal discursive and interactional repair
practices we identified three different types of other-repair practices that were
eventually used for quantitative analyses.

We coded other-repair sequences in which mothers either start and perform
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a repair or co-construct a repair eliciting the child’s participation. Sequences in
which the child’s production of a trouble source was followed by self-initiated re-
pairs were not considered in our coding scheme.

Other-repair sequences were coded using three categories that distinguished the
degree to which an asymmetrical repair practice was mitigated by a mother’s in-
teractive and conversational style. Sequences were coded as mitigated when the
mother offered the child the opportunity of actively participating at the building
of intersubjective understanding or when the mother’s corrective work overtly
prevented child’s emotions such as shame or anger. These repair sequences, in
turn, were further differentiated in (i.) mitigated exposed and (ii.) mitigated embedded,
considering whether the repair interrupted the main topic and became the princi-
pal conversational focus (Jefferson 1987) or, conversely, was fluently embedded in
the flow of conversation. On the other hand, other-repair sequences were coded
as (iil.) unmitigated when the mothers took all the work of clarifying the child’s
trouble source and/or expressed corrections in an emotionally aggravated way
(e.g., producing a negative evaluation).

The differentiation between mitigated and unmitigated other-repair sequences
took into account verbal and nonverbal cues including prosody and the partici-
pants’ proxemics.

Analyzging emotional responsiveness

The whole session (play and looking through familiar photos) of each mother-
child pair was analyzed with the Emotional Availability Scales — IV Edition — Infancy/
Early Childhood Version (child’s age: o-5 years) (Biringen 2008). The EA Scales con-
sist of six dimensions of the emotional availability of an adult toward the child and
the child toward the adult. Specifically, in this study we considered the two adult’s
dimensions of sensitivity and structuring.

- Sensitivity codes the adult’s ability to be warm and emotionally connected with
the child. Scores of sensitivity range from 7 (little interaction, affective negativity,
unawareness of the child’s signals, little or no sense of timing, intention to hurt
or to be abusive) to 29 (high amount of interaction, positive and appropriate emo-
tional communication between adult and child, awareness of the child’s signals and
promptness to respond in an appropriate way, sense of timing and rhythm during
interaction, flexibility in interaction modalities, respectful speaking/acting).

- Structuring assesses the adult’s ability to provide cognitive and emotional scaf-
folding to the child taking into account and following the child’s proposals and
contributions.

Scores of structuring range from 7 (no guidance or unsuccessful attempts to
move the child to a higher level, little or no structuring, no limits) to 29 (right
amount of proactive guidance and suggestions, right level of monitoring, prepar-
ing and planning, successful attempts to move the child to a higher level, appropri-
ate limits and boundaries).

One of the authors (C.T.) obtained the EA-scales reliability after attendance of a
Distance Training, consisting in the analysis of 7 video-recordings of mother-child
interaction and e-mail discussions with the EA-scales author on the appropriate
coding.
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Analyging the child’s language level

Children’s level of language development was analyzed using CLAN Programs
(MacWhinney 1995) to compute mean length of utterances (MLU) and linguistic
fluency (number of different words per minute). We computed these indices only
for those interactions occurring in the play context, as their duration was the same
across the 12 mother-child participants.

Reliability

Interobserver reliability for maternal repairs coding was calculated on a sample of
75% of the video taped interactions (9 cases out of 12). Repair sequences were coded
using three categories: exposed mitigated, embedded mitigated, unmitigated. Two
different raters analyzed the repair sequences using these three codes (mutually ex-
clusive and exhaustive) and Cohen’s kappa was then computed. We obtained kappa
= .96, an “almost perfect” degree of agreement according to Landis & Koch (1977).

For maternal Sensitivity and Structuring, the coding reliability relies on the
“Emotional Availability Distance Training” program that was attended by one of
the authors (C.T.).

Statistical analyses

One of the dyads was ruled out from the statistical analyses as a highly problem-
atic and conflictual interaction with the child led the mother to abruptly interrupt
the two interactional situations.
We computed quantitative data using the scores as follows:
a) percentage of mother’s turns occurring in other-repair sequences over the
total number of mothers’ turns;
b) percentage of mother’s turns occurring in mitigated and unmitigated se-
quences over the total number of mothers’ turns;
c) scores of mother’s emotional Sensitivity and Structuring;
d) child’s mean length of utterances (MLU) and the score of linguistic fluency.
We used these scores to compute correlations with Spearman’s rank coefficient,
a nonparametric measure of statistical dependence between two variables.

111. RESULTS
Qualitative analyses of repair practices in mother-child interaction

Sequences characterized by linguistic and communicative mother-child misun-
derstanding were identified and described with a qualitative analysis focused on
maternal discursive and interactional repair practices. Inspired by Conversational
Analysis approach, we identified a gradation in the way mothers repaired their chil-
dren’s problematic communicative acts.

The minimum grade of repair occurred in sequences consisting of a child’s
problematic turn followed by an other-initiated repair which was in turn followed
by child’s self-correction.

In such sequences, mothers gave the child the maximum degree of agency (Du-
ranti 2007) to clarify his/her turn and the repair practice was characterized by
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minimal work by the adult in the sequence. One example of these sequences con-
sist of adults using a “minimal grasp strategy” (Ochs 1991) consisting of unspecific
requests for clarification (e.g., utterances such as “mh?”, “what?”, “eh?”).

Specific requests for clarification were also used by mothers to initiate a repair
while a minimum role in the repair work was still played, and the child was left
with the responsibility of disambiguating the problematic turn. This practice was
often performed by mothers to clarify ambiguous references to places, people or
things in the child’s turn.

A deeper involvement of mothers in repair sequences occured when the same
trouble source was followed by multiple requests for clarification or attempts to
understand the child’s problematic turn. The repair practices consisted of requests
to focus attention on the trouble source of direct suggestions (e.g., requests to
complete a word or a sentence initiated by the adult), occurring separately or in
succession within the same sequence. In these cases, the adult’s guidance was rath-
er strong.

An even greater degree of adult’s “repair work” consisted of mother guessing
the problematic part of the child’s turn. In these cases, the trouble source mainly
concerned the phonological form of the speech. Such “expressed guess strategy”
(Ochs 1991, 2006) was used by mothers in their attempt to monitor and reach
shared understanding of the child’s speech. In these cases, the adult tried to pro-
vide a “candidate repair”, but used a confirmation request that left the child the
responsibility of accepting/refusing the maternal guess.

EXTRACT 1

Context : looking through some photos.

ADU and LEO are looking at a photo of the child’s birthday. ADU
asks him what gift he will prefer for his next birthday, and Leo
says he wants a table football.

190. *ADU: senti e chi invitiamo a giocarci?
listen, and who will we invite to play?

191. *LEO: Sara [=! sottovoce].-

Sara [=! in a low voice].

192. *ADU: Sara?

Sara?
193. *LEO: si [= guarda la madre].
yes [= looks at her mother].
194. *ADU: [=! ride] e che lei gioca con il biliardino secondo te?
[=! laughs] and do you think she will play with the
table football?
195. *LEO: si [= guarda la madre].
yes [= looks at her mother].
196. *LEO: <po” xxx> [>]-
<a bit xxx> [>].
197. *ADU: <senti e quest’ anno invece ci andiamo al mare> [<] e
<listen, and next year will we go to the seaside> [<]
and make
facciamo una buca cosi grossa?

a hole in the sand that big?
[= prende una foto e la avvicina al bambino, poi in-
dica la buca]
[= takes a photo and shows it to the child, then
points to the hole in the sand]
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Si.
yes.

po” &miosa, po’ &mimita,

a bit non-word, a bit non-word (phonologically sim-

ilar to invita, [invites], amica, [friend], litiga,

[quarrels], or mitiga, [mitigates]),

[= guarda la madre e gesticola con la mano sinistra]

[= looks at his mother and gestures with his left
hand]

Sara po’ &mimita.

Sara a bit non-word.

poi t” invita?
does she invite you?

po”’ &minita Sara, po’ &minita.

Sara is a bit non-word, a bit non-word.

[= gesticola con la mano sinistra e inclina la testa]

[= gestures with his left hand and tilts his

head]

e la tua amica?
is she your friend?

&mitita [= prende una mano della madre], po’ &mitita.
non-word [= takes his mother’s hand], a bit non-
-word.

litiga?
is she quarreling?

&mitita.
non-word.

mitiga?
mitigates?

po” &mitita, vuole tempe [: sempre] sua mamma'!

a bit non-word “cause she always wants her mother!
[= sposta le foto sul tavolo, non guarda la madre]
[= shifts the photos on the table and does not look

at his mother]

<timida> [!] timida amore:, timida giusto!
<shy> [!] shy, my love, shy, right!

[= 1o accarezza dietro la nuca]

[= caresses him on his nape]

[= sposta le foto sul tavolo e non rivolge lo sguardo

alla madre] [= shifts the photos on the table and

looks at his mother]

vuole sempre la sua mamma perché € un po” timida,

bravo :, bravo:

always wants her mom because she is a bit shy,

a bit shy, good, you’re right
bra(vo) [/-] mamma non aveva capito subito pero bravo
si dice proprio cosi +7.

good [/ -] mummy did not understand immediately but,

good, you’re right +”.

+” un po” timida [= accarezza il viso del bambino].
+” a bit shy [= caresses LEO’S face].

In this sequence, the mother’s repair work of guessing the child’s intended word
seems to be rather frustrating for the child. After providing a semantic definition
(turn 207) that allows the mother to infer the intended word, the child eventu-
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ally contributed to a co-constructed repair sequence ending with a re-established
intersubjective understanding and emotional closeness. This sequence is a good
instance of what we coded as exposed mitigated sequence. It is exposed because the
child’s trouble source is clarified through a quite long conversational work that
clearly interrupts the previous conversational focus. It is mitigated because the
mother looks for the child’s confirmation and, at the same time, deploys several
verbal and nonverbal cues of affection and positive evaluation (see turn 208, 210).

In other sequences, the adult’s guessing occurs in embedded repairs that do not
interrupt the main conversational focus. In these cases mothers do not ask for con-
firmation as the phonological form used by the child is quite close to the standard
form. The mother provides the child with the correct articulatory form and, at the
same time, shows and monitors her own understanding.

EXTRACT 2
Context : looking through some photos.
ADU and LEO are looking at a photo.

35. *ADU: e qui quando era [= indica un’altra foto]?
and here, it"s when [= points to another photo]?
36. *LEO: dommo [: dormo] cata [: casa] di nonno!
I1"m sleeping at grandfather’s home!
[= unisce i due palmi delle mani e 1i avvicina
all’orecchio, riproducendo il gesto di dormire]
[= joins the two palms and brings them closer to the
ear, reproducing the gesture of sleeping]!
37. *ADU: quando dormi a casa di no:nno!
when you are sleeping at grandfather’s home!
38. *ADU: e chi sei qui [= indica nella foto]?
and who are you here [= points in the photo]?
39. *LEO: [= guarda la foto]
[= looking at the photo]
Fede : [/-] me, Fedelico [: Federico].
Fede [= his brother] [/ -], me, Fedelico [: Fede-
rico].
40. *ADU: con lo stesso pigiama [=! sorride guardando LEO]!
with the same pijamas [=! smiling at LEO]!
41. *LEO: si, annavamo [: andavamo] tommire [: dormire].
yes, we went to sleep.
[= riproduce di nuovo il gesto del dormire, guar-
dando la mamma]
[= reproduces the gesture of sleeping again, watch-
ing his mother]
42. *ADU: eh perché andavate a dormire.
yes, because you went to sleep.

An example of the maximum degree of adult’s repair work is provided by the
extract below, in which the mother initiates a repair not embedded in the conver-
sational flow and performs the whole repair work.

EXTRACT 3

Context : pretense play.

SER and ADU are naming the animals on the table, choosing which
to put in the fence and which to leave out.

246. *ADU: questo che cos” e€?
this is what?
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[= tocca I’animale che SER ha messo nel recinto]?
[= touches the animal that SER put in the fence]?

247. *SER: #2 [=! sottovoce] toro [= guarda I”animale].

#2 [=1 in a low voice] bull [= looking at the animal].

248. *ADU: no.
no.

[= prende I”’animale che la bambina ha messo nel recin-
to e glielo mostra]

[= takes the animal that she put in the fence and shows
it to her]

249. *ADU: [=1! alza il tono di voce] un asino [= guarda la bambina] !
[=! raises her voice] a donkey [= looks at her
child]!

250. *SER: asino [= guarda gli animali]!
donkey [= looks at the animals]!

251. *ADU: asino [= rimette 1”asino nel recinto].
donkey [= puts the donkey back in the fence].

In this sequence, the adult’s question (246) initiates a didactic sequence: after the
child’s non-target answer (247), the adult overtly rejects it, shows the word referent
and provides an other-repair (turn 249) repeated by the child (turn 250), and even-
tually confirmed by the adult.

The sequence of extract 4 is an example of what we coded as unmitigated repair,
as the mother (a) emphasizes the correction that interruptes the conversational
main focus; (b) the child does not have an active role in revising the trouble source;
(c) the mother’s prosody or gestures do not contribute to emotional closeness with

the child.

Repair practices: descriptive statistics

The analysis of mother-child interaction allowed us to identify 403 repair sequenc-
es for an amount of 1033 turns in which mothers initiated and managed a repair
practice (over a total number of 5382 maternal turns).

F1G. 1. Median percentage of different types of maternal repair turns
over the total number of maternal turns.
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TABLE 1. Raw and percentage frequencies of mitigated and unmitigated maternal turns
over the total number of maternal repair turns.

UNMITIGATED MITIGATED TOTAL NUMBER
TURNS TURNS OF REPAIR TURNS
ELI 9 124 133
7 % 93 % 100 %
FLA 27 45 72
37 % 63 % 100 %
FRA 54 60 114
47 % 53 % 100 %
LEO 17 150 167
10 % 90 % 100 %
LEM 11 61 72
15 % 85 % 100 %
LOR 4 30 34
12 % 88 % 100 %
LOS 12 48 60
20 % 80 % 100 %
MAR 19 104 123
15 % 85 % 100 %
MAC 9 70 79
11 % 89 % 100 %
SER 26 54 80
33 % 67 % 100 %
MAT 11 88 99
11 % 89 % 100 %

We then seclected the median percentages of mitigated and unmitigated maternal
turns and represented them Figure 1.

As we can observe in Figure 1, mothers engaged in mitigated repair practices
with a median percentage of 12,36 % over the total number of maternal turns,
whereas they corrected children in a unmitigated way with a median percentage
of 3,17 %. Thus, although children frequently produced unclear, ambiguous or
unintelligible utterances because of their linguistic impairment, mothers devoted
only about 15 % of their conversational turns to repair practices. As we observed
(see TABLE 1), however, remarkable intragroup variability in the raw occurrences
of repair turns (range = 34-167), we also considered the percentage of unmitigated
and mitigated repairs over the total number of mothers’ turns in the subsequent
analyses. This gave us a device for analyzing the incidence of different types of re-
pair practices that took into account mothers’ talkativeness in the overall session.
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Correlations between maternal repairs and emotional availability

We first analyzed the frequency of types of repair practices as a function of the
mothers” emotional availability (Biringen 2008). We then computed the percent-
age of maternal repair turns over the total number of mothers’ turns in the whole
session. Afterwards, we analyzed the correlation with the measures of mothers’
emotional Sensitivity and Structuring based on scores from 7 to 29.

TABLE 2. Maternal repair and emotional availability.

Percentage of maternal repair turns

Sensitivity Correlation coefficient ,300
Sig. (2-tailed) ,370
N 11

Structuring Correlation coefficient 421
Sig. (2-tailed) ,198
N 11

As Table 2 shows, correlation coefficients did not approach the conventional
threshold of significance (« = 0.05) but are suggestive of a trend to a positive re-
lationship. The correlation was higher (although not statistically significant) be-
tween Structuring scores and the percentage of turns in which the adult engaged
in repair practices. In other words, mothers who were more skilled in construct-
ing a “holding environment™ for their child, were more likely to be involved in
repair practices. In our second analysis, we computed the percentage of mothers’
turns (over the total number of maternal turns in the whole session) occurring
in mitigated and unmitigated repairs. We then analyzed the correlation with the
measures of mothers’ emotional Sensitivity and Structuring.

Again, as Table 3 shows, the correlation did not approach the conventional threshold
of significance (« = 0.05) but there was a “trend” to a positive relationship between

TaBLE 3. Types of repair and emotional availability.

Percentage Percentage
of mitigated turns of unmitigated
turns
Sensitivity Correlation coefficient 475 -,492
Sig. (2-tailed) ,140 124
N 11 11
Structuring Correlation coefficient ,674* -,294
Sig. (2-tailed) ,023 ,380
N 11 11

*. Correlation is significant at the o.05 level (2-tailed).
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Sensitivity score and the percentage of maternal mitigated repairs. Conversely, there
was a negative relationship between Sensitivity score and the percentage of unmi-
tigated repairs. Table 3 also shows a positive and statistically significant correlation
between maternal Structuring and mitigated repairs. Thus, mothers showing a gre-
ater capability of providing an emotional-cognitive scaffolding to his/her child were
more likely to start a co-constructed repair or to incorporate the repair practices in
the flow of conversation rather than interruptimg it explicitly.

Repair practices and the child’s language level

To investigate whether the mothers repair practices were affected by the child’s
language level we computed the child’s mean length of utterance (MLU), and lin-
guistic fluency (number of different words per minute).

As Table 4 shows, correlations indices, although not approaching the conven-
tional threshold of significance (« = 0.05), are nevertheless suggestive of a negative
trend in the correlation between the frequency of repair practices in mother-child
verbal interaction and the child’s language level. Mothers of children with lower
linguistic abilities were more likely to be engaged in repair practices and tended
to be involved in unmitigated repairs more often when their child’s language level
was lower.

1v. DiscussioN

This study examined the interplay between repair practices and emotional re-
sponsiveness and availability in interactions of mothers with their 4- and 5-year-
old children with specific language impairment (SLI). Our concern was motivated
by frequent conversational breaks generated by speech problems in children with
SLI. The literature shows that mothers use repair practices — mostly consisting in
requests for clarification — not only to re-establish mutual understanding but also
to involve children in a type of instructional type of talk that is likely to make
mother-child communication profoundly asymmetrical and, as a result, to under-
mine mother-child emotional closeness and involvement.

TABLE 4. Repair practices and child linguistic abilities.

Percentage Percentage Percentage
of maternal of mitigated of unmitigated
repair turns turns turns
Child’s  Correlation coefficient -,519 -,100 -,433
MLU . .
Sig. (2-tailed) ,102 ,770 ,184
N 11 11 11
Child’s  Correlation coefficient -,301 -,009 -,036
linguistic . .
M g Sig. (2-tailed) ,369 ,979 915
uency

N 11 11 11
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On these assumptions, we asked whether mothers’ repair practices would differ
in terms of being more or less asymmetrical, and to what extent these differences
could be related either to the mothers’ emotional availability and responsiveness
or to the children’s language level. To investigate these issues, we video recorded
twelve mother-child dyads in two different situations: looking through some fam-
ily photos and engaging in pretense play. We selected other-repair sequences in
which mothers either perform a repair or co-construct it by eliciting the child’s
participation. Our qualitative analysis, inspired by a Conversational Analysis ap-
proach, revealed a gradation in the repair work performed by the mothers in en-
hancing the child’s turn clarification.

The gradation in the asymmetry of mother-child conversational roles highlighted
by the repair practices suggested that when the preference for self-repair (Schefloff
et al. 1977) could not be used to support the participants’ mutual understanding,
there was still a modulation in the autonomy and responsibility of speech clarifi-
cation that the adult warranted to the child. Through repair practices, in which
different degrees of autonomy were modulated to implement intersubjective un-
derstanding, the mothers seemed to be aware that their children could construct
a sense of agency (Duranti 2007) through conversations, and felt to be skilled in
helping the recipient to understand.

Turning to the quantitative analyses of our study, we coded other-repair se-
quences using two categories that distinguished the degree to which an asymmetri-
cal repair practice was mitigated by a mother’s interactive and conversational style.
Our correlational analyses showed that mothers who were more often engaged in
mitigated repairs also had a high score in the Structuring component of the Emo-
tional Availability Scales (Biringen 2008). In other words, they were more skilled
in offering the child an emotional and cognitive support in the whole session, and
not only when they were involved in repair practices. Correlational analyses also
showed that there was also a trend toward a negative relationship between unmiti-
gated repairs and mothers’ emotional sensitivity. Despite the fact that unmitigated
repairs were relatively unusual in our corpus of data, they tended to be more fre-
quently produced by mothers who received a lower score on Emotional sensitivity.

The language level of the child also proved be related to repair practices, though
in a less strong way compared to mothers’ emotional structuring. Children with
a lower MLU were involved more often in repairs and more often in unmitigated
types of repair practices.

Thus, our study suggests that repair practices are related both to the mothers’
emotional availability and to the child’s language level. While the mutual rela-
tionship between children’s language development and parents’ conversation has
been well documented in several studies (Paul et al. 1991; Vigil Hodges, & Klee
2005; Girolametto, Bonifacio, Visini, Weirzman, Zocconi, & Pearce 2002; Yoder,
Warren, McCathren, & Leew 1998; Conti- Ramsden et al. 1995), the influence of
the mothers’ emotional availability on repair practices is indeed a new finding,
whose explanation is open to alternative speculations. First, it may be argued that
interacting with a child whose speech is frequently unintelligible has an effect on
mothers’ anxiety making the conversation likely to be “hyperpedagogical”, and
less emotionally tuned to the child’s need of being acknowledged as a competent
participant.
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Alternatively, it can be speculated either that mothers’ repair practices and lower
emotional availability are not a direct consequence of the child’s language lev-
el, but an expression of a more general attachment pattern, or that these repairs
might be mediated by the child’s low emotional regulation skills. There are studies
showing — though with some controversial findings — that attachment patterns
do affect language use and development (van Ijzendoorn, Dijkstra, & Bus 1995;
Barwick, Cohen, Horodezky, & Loikasek 2004; Oades-Sese 2011) and that children
with specific language impairment are likely to have difficulties in emotional regu-
lation (Fujiki, Brinton, & Clarke 2002; Fujiki, Spackman, Brinton, & Hall 2004).
Thus, both mother-child attachment relationships and children’s low emotional
regulation skills are likely to make conversation less structured in terms of par-
ticipants’ cooperation to intersubjective understanding. In turn, the occurrence
of frequent interactional and discursive breaks is likely to inhibit children’s use of
language and to undermine advances in language development.

We believe that our findings may have some relevance for intervention pro-
grams with parents of children with SLI. Descriptions of repair practices that are
more or less oriented to the active involvement of children in conversation can
suggest some good practices that parents could implement when faced with fail-
ures of intersubjective understanding with their impared child. Adults’ awareness
of the emotions elicited by the child’s unintelligible speech should be part of the
program.

Finally, we would like to point to some important limitations of our study, con-
sisting both in the low number of participants and in the type of children’s lin-
guistic assessment that, in our opinion, was insufficiently analytical, partly due to
the heterogeneous standards of the clinical centers accepting to collaborate with
us. Future studies should include a more detailed and in-depth assessment of chil-
dren’s cognitive and language skills, as well as an evaluation of the child’s tempera-
ment and emotional regulation.
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