Daniel Helo

From Commands to Invitations

Depts. of Computer Science & Economics
Michigan State University

The Pragmatic Softening of Child-Directed Speech, 1960s-2000s relodani@msu.ede

UURAF 2026 « April 17 < Breslin Center

. From commands to invitations: the shifting pragmatic register
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Child-directed speech (CDS) — the simplified register adults use with young children —
predicts vocabulary and academic outcomes (Hart & Risley, 1995; Rowe, 2012). Its structural
features are well described. Its pragmatic texture across historical time is not.

1. Commands fall 41% (1960s — 2000s)

| Imperative tokens drop 482 — 285 per 10K parent words (—41%). Effect holds under both narrow
3x reduction | and expanded word lists.

American parenting has moved from authoritarian to authoritative norms (Baumrind, 1966;
Stearns, 2003), expanded intensive/concerted-cultivation scripts across classes (Lareau, 2003;
Ishizuka, 2019), and placed growing emphasis on negotiation rather than command. If
parenting culture reshaped what parents say to children, the corpus should show it.

We treat the CHILDES database (MacWhinney, 2000) — 2.47 million parent tokens, 1960s—
2000s — as an unintentional diachronic corpus, extending Blum-Kulka's (1990) directive-
mitigation framework to a historical scale.

2. Invitations rise 76%

Softener tokens rise 57 — 100 per 10K (+76%). Please, maybe, honey, could, would become
more frequent.

Commands per single softener

3. Command : Invitation ratio collapses
21 From 8.5 commands per softener (1960s) to 2.9 (2000s) — nearly a 3x change in register.

Research Questions

. . . . * Function words: 1912 — 2023 per 10K (+6%, flat)
1960s 1970s 1990s 2000s

. _ . . : o
RQ1: Do parents use fewer direct |mperat|ve.s across decad.es. N Brown Kuczaj HSLLD Providence  Number words: 110 — 115 per 10K (+5%, flat)
 RQ2: Do softeners (please, maybe, hon_ey) rise correspondingly” « MLU: 4.25 — 4.80 morphemes (stable register)
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Data & Meth Ods What didn't change — structural controls are flat across decades
Function words Number words Mean utterance length
Corpora (2.47M parent tokens, childes-db MySQL) 180 -
« Brown (1962—66) — 278K tokens, 3 children 22007 6o 55k
* Kuczaj (1973-75) — 120K tokens, longitudinal single child 2100 - - . von
aps . 2023 7 | :
« HSLLD (1988-96) — 768K tokens, 83 families, SES-mixed 5 § oy — o 480
* Providence (2001-05) — 1.3M tokens, 6 children, video = = E
» Restricted to Mother/Father role; child age 18—42 months where available < 1900 1 . S
Pragmatic Lexicons 1800 -
- Imperatives (core): stop, don't, no, sit, come, go, listen, look, put, give... oo Key Take-Away
- Softeners (core): please, maybe, could, would, might, gentle, careful, honey, sweetie... _ — CDS structure is a conserved register. Its pragmatics has shifted from direct commands toward
« Each lexicon reported with a NARROW and an EXPANDED list for robustness e e e o0 e bt . 2000 et e oo 20008 softened invitations — matching the documented move from authoritarian to authoritative parenting
- ted-No-Ch Control (Baumrind, 1966; Stearns, 2003) and concerted-cultivation norms (Lareau, 2003; Ishizuka, 2019).
Xpectea-No-Lhange Lontrols Hear the shift: representative parent speech across five decades _ _
« Function words (the, a, is, and...) — register-defining, should be flat 2000s Contribution
 Number words (one...ten) — concrete reference, should be flat Providence Blum-Kulka (1990) and Ervin-Tripp (1976) mapped directive-mitigation synchronically. No prior study
Statistics stay flat, validating that the 41% and 76% shifts are signal, not artifact.
: : "No you can't eat the water, "Here, put these up." "'Don 't put sauce in there "Should we put it back in i i
 Wilson 95% Cls on proportion of parent tokens matching each lexicon no.” R like that." the backpack?" Implications
* Robustness gate: narrow & broad lists must show same direction —pechiiflon | = et ~ Elepgeiudisetie Reframes the word-gap debate: not just how much parents talk, but how they position themselves
. Sanity gate: control words must vary <10% across decades (passed at 6.7%) Dot v emember ac oo aheadandeatit Lot see i mavpe i ¥ don v make pragmatically. Historical cohort comparisons should account for pragmatic-register drift.
night how we taught ya." ~ permisshisiciective doesn't work anymore." dumptruck?" . i i
Limitations
— directive reminder L y 2" — softened with let's + maybe — invitation via question . L
Wou@y?u.h’.ce el y q  Corpus x decade confound (different labs/methods) — robustness gates mitigate
"I don't want a spoon.” - e "As long as you're careful.” "Could I have a bite of * Color vocab doubles 60s—00s, evidence of residual COﬂfOUﬂding
— negation — conditional warning yourS? i Near-tOta| 20108_20208 gap |n CHILDES parent SpeeCh
— MR PR » 4 decade-anchor corpora; future work expands to all Eng-NA >500-utt corpora
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