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Abstract 
Social routine words – e.g. yes, no, hi, bye, okay, and thank you 
– are among the first words children learn across different 
languages and they help constitute a foundational set of actions 
for conducting social interactions. Despite this, we know little 
about how these words are acquired. In this paper we begin by 
showing that social routine words are systematically acquired 
earlier than statistical models of word acquisition predict. 
Furthermore, we argue this gap is due to a selective focus of 
word learning science on reference – how words are mapped 
onto concepts and events – a relationship which is absent for 
social routine words. Rather than looking at the properties of 
words per se, we address this gap by instead looking at how 
children become conversational partners. Enroute to becoming a 
conversational partner, a child must orient themselves to others' 
expectations about the position & composition of their turns 
relative to their social partner’s. We hypothesize that second pair 
parts (turns which respond, e.g. agreeing, acknowledging, 
reciprocating a greeting, etc.) afford more scaffolding from 
caregivers than first pair parts, and therefore words used to 
compose such responses are more learnable. To support this 
hypothesis, we sampled 1,442 conversational turns from 5 
mother-child dyads (12mo-28mo) and manually labeled the 
position of these turns within adjacency pairs. We found that 
12-month-old’s talk is made mainly in response to caregivers 
who initiate adjacency pairs, but this initiation asymmetry in 
conversation disappears by 28-months. Because social routine 
words either stereotypically or frequently are used to compose 
second position turns, this pattern of initiation asymmetry could 
explain their early acquisition. More generally, our observation 
likely reflects a transition from scaffolding to children’s active 
learning. 
Keywords: language development; social interaction; 

conversation analysis; pragmatics 

Introduction 
Social routine words – e.g. yes, no, hi, bye, okay, and 

thank you – constitute a foundational set of actions for 
conducting social interactions. These constituted actions, 
e.g. greeting, agreeing, ratifying, and leaving, etc, allow us 
to, among other things, navigate joint commitments 
(Bangerter & Clark, 2003; Bangerter et al., 2022) – a 
normative attitude which organizes much of human sociality 
(Gilbert, 1992) and which begins to develop in 3- and 
4-year-olds (Gräfenhain et al., 2009; Kachel et al., 2019; 
Rossano et al., 2022). Furthermore, these words are among 
25% of the first 50 words children learn in English and 25% 
of the first 10 words across 15 other languages (Casey et al., 
2023). While the normative understanding of these words is 
likely not present when first acquired, they are still used to 
coordinate with caregivers and likely play an important role 
in socializing children to become accountable social 
partners. 

Despite this, social routine words have been neglected. As 
has been remarked, “Because [social routine words] are 
performatives, and not referential at all, they are largely 
ignored in discussions of children’s first words” (Tomasello, 
2003). As others have more recently argued, theories of first 
word learning may have overemphasized the pragmatics of 
reference, i.e. how a word is mapped onto a concept or 
event, ignoring alternative functions and contexts of word 
use (Rohlfing et al., 2016; Wojcik et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, methods for assessing early knowledge of 
words do not work for social routine words (Casey et al., 
2023) because these methods assume these words operate 
under the pragmatics of reference. Instead, nearly all work 
on first words has focused on nouns and verbs (Tomasello, 
1992; Waxman et al., 2013) with some notable exceptions 
(Bates et al., 1975; Bruner, 1975; Gopnik, 1982). There 
have been good reasons for this focus. Nouns and verbs are 
the more productive elements of languages, they vastly 
outnumber social routine words, and investigations into how 
children correctly infer words’ referents despite the 
innumerable of alternatives (Quine, 1960; MacNamara, 
1972) has shed light on children’s sophisticated social 
cognitive abilities (Bloom, 2000; Tomasello et al., 1996; 
Tomasello & Farrar, 1986). And yet, a theory of word 
learning ought to account for the learning of all words. 

In part 1 of this paper, we demonstrate that the acquisition 
of social routine words is not only early (Casey et al., 2023), 
it is poorly accounted for by current predictors of word 
acquisition. Using word frequency, concreteness, measures 
of sentence complexity, and other predictors, we show that a 
statistical model predicting words’ age of acquisition 
(Braginsky et al., 2016), i.e. the age at which 50% of 
children produce a word, systematically overestimates when 
they are acquired. It predicts that social routine words ought 
to be acquired nearly 4 months later than they actually are – 
a considerable error given these words are acquired between 
12-24mo. We believe this gap highlights the need for 
measurable explanations that do not depend on reference or 
syntax. 

So where do referential explanations and the early 
acquisition of social routine words come apart? Early words 
like mommy, dog, give are acquired before the most frequent 
words in a language like articles such as the and copulas 
such as is. This is because early words refer to very concrete 
things and actions, meaning (1) they are also easy to label 
and (2) preverbal infants may already individuate the 
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concepts of mommy, dog, and give from other things and 
actions (Gentner & Boroditsky, 2001). Because social 
routine words are not referential, they are considered 
abstract according to concreteness norms from adult 
speakers (Brysbaert et al., 2014), so, we should predict that 
they are acquired later. However, we suspect that, while 
social routine words are evidently hard to label referentially 
(Casey et al., 2023), they are still easily made salient in joint 
activities and they are easy for infants to cognitively 
represent. This is to say, social routine words may not 
actually be so abstract from an interactional perspective. 

We suggest social routine words constitute concrete 
actions within highly predictable & frequently recurring 
action sequences, and so, infants can readily individuate 
between the basic occasions of their use. Through what we 
call sequence scaffolding, caregivers make these action slots 
salient. In other words, they are parts of pragmatic frames 
(Rohlfing et al., 2016). We build the intuition and details of 
this hypothesis as follows. 

First, conversational turn taking is an attractive 
phenomena because it plays a pivotal role in language 
development (Zimmerman et al., 2009). A growing body of 
evidence suggests that the amount of conversational 
turn-taking children engage in strongly predicts vocabulary 
growth as well as brain-related changes that mediate 
language development (Romeo et al., 2018). Turn-taking 
appears to explain-away the effects of overheard speech, 
refining our understanding of the 30-million word gap 
(Donnelly & Kidd, 2021). What is not evidenced, however, 
is how exactly conversational turn-taking facilitates this. 

But we can glean insight into this from Conversation 
Analysis. Conversational turn-taking is commonly 
organized around a structure called an adjacency pair. An 
adjacency pair contains (1) an initiating turn called a first 
pair part (FPP), and (2) a responding turn called a second 
pair part (SPP) (Sacks & Schegloff, 1973). In some 
contexts, different speakers’ words, actions, and cognitive 
work is asymmetrically distributed within the first and 
second position of adjacency pairs. Early child-caregiver 
conversations may be one of these contexts. 

Second, social routine words are either stereotypically or 
frequently used in second position depending on the specific 
social routine. For example, yes and no are polar answers to 
questions (Raymond, 2003; Enfield et al., 2019). Hi and bye 
are responses to greetings and degreetings (Sacks & 
Schegloff, 1973). Thank you may often act, initially, as a 
completive speech act (Bruner, 1975), i.e. acknowledging 
completion of another's initiating action. 

Third, we argue that second position turns afford more 
sequence scaffolding from caregivers than first pair parts 
(see Figure 1). Through recipient design (Sacks et al., 1974), 
caregivers may construct a first pair part so that its action 
type is more recognizable, e.g., an offer, and design it to 
mobilize a response (Stivers & Rossano, 2010), e.g. 
interrogative rising intonation. If this fails to elicit a 
response, caregivers can pursue a response from a child 
(Filipi, 2013) by repeating or redesigning their turn (see 

Table 1 line 4). Pursuits index absent action slots which help 
children learn the obligatory sequential structure of social 
routines. If a child succeeds in contributing a second pair 
part but the turn causes some interactional trouble, e.g. a 
misunderstanding or is unintelligible, a caregiver can initiate 
an other-initiated repair (Clark & Andersen, 1979; Clark, 
2020). While other-initiated repair can fix trouble in both 
first and second pair parts, it is likely more effective when 
the caregiver initiates and the child responds. When 
caregivers initiate, they have an expected response in mind 
and therefore are more able to initiate a repair with a 
restricted offer than with less informative open request, e.g. 
huh? This means they can bear more cognitive and 
linguistic labor in the interaction (Dingemanse et al., 2015). 
 

 
 
Figure 1: A schematic of sequence scaffolding. Through 
recipient design, the action type of a first pair part (Fb) is 
made to be recognizable and mobilize a response (Sb). A 
pursuit (F′b) indexes missing action slots where a response 
(Sb) was expected. A restricted offer (Fpost) may rework the 
problematic turn (S*b). Sequence closing thirds (SCT) – and 
post-expansions – may contain feedback on the design and 
composition of response (Spost). 
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William at 16.4 months | transcript 10412 @ 00:44:45 
 MOT and CHI are next to a swingset in their 

backyard. CHI runs over to a toddler swing seat. 
1 ┌Fb* CHI: swing 
2 │┌Fins MOT: swing? 
3 ││  (1.5 second gap) 
4 │├F′ins MOT: you wanna go on the swing? 
5 │└Sins* CHI: yeh ((CHI pushes swing)) 
6 │┌Fpost MOT: d'you wanna push it? 
7 │└Spost CHI: up ((raises arms up to MOT)) 
8 │   Fpost MOT: up? 
9 └Sb MOT: okay 
 MOT picks up CHI, puts him on the swing, and 

praises his use of “up” to ask to be swinged. 
 

Table 1: A request→accept sequence. See the Appendix for 
transcript conventions. In this sequence the base pair parts 
(lines 1 & 9) are separated by 6 turns. Lines 2-5 is an 
instance of other-initiated repair which clarifies CHI’s 
request on line 1. This repair side-sequence is considered an 
insert-expansion between the Fb and Sb. It is followed by – 
or post-expanded by – a second other initiated repair 
side-sequence on lines 6-7, likely because of the discord 
between CHI’s action (pushing the swing) and MOT’s 
candidate understanding (Schegloff, 1996) of his request on 
line 4 (that he wants to be pushed on the swing). Note that 
while William initiates the base action in this sequence, 
most of his contributions are responses. 
 
In sequence closings, caregivers often evaluate the quality 
of second pair parts, as is the case in 
initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) sequences which are 
paradigmatic of pedagogical talk (Mehan, 1979). 

Furthermore, second position turns are an important 
aspect of children’s interactional competence. Even if a 
child’s turns are linguistically well-formed, these turns may 
still appear “child-like”, as Stivers et al. (2018) found in 4- 
and 8-year-olds’ responses to polar questions. These 
responses tended to violate conversational norms like 
preference organization (Pomerantz, 1984), e.g. avoiding 
offering disaffiliative rejections like no by waiting for one’s 
partner to self-reject or mitigating rejections with accounts. 

Our hypothesis requires that children’s early contributions 
to conversation occur in second position, but prior work on 
adjacency pairs in child conversations suggests that the 
opposite is the case. Bloom et al. (1996) found that 
child→mother adjacency pairs are more common than 
mother→child adjacency pairs over the first year of life. 
However, in this study adjacency pairs were identified by 
the sequential position of speakers’ turns sampled within 2 
second windows – similar to the 5 second window 
commonly used in LENA software (Gilkerson & Richards, 
2008). We question the validity of constructing adjacency 
pairs this way. 

On the one hand, gaps between turns are remarkably 
small: 200ms on average (Stivers et al., 2009; Levinson, 
2016). Gaps are meaningful (Sacks et al., 1974; Pomerantz, 

1984; Kendrick & Torreira, 2015; Gates et al., 2021). And 
the timing of children’s turns are slower than that of adults, 
vary considerably between certain response types, and may 
even slow down during the early language development 
(Casillas et al., 2016; Hilbrink et al., 2015; Nguyen et al., 
2022) with slowdowns found even in 8-year-olds (Stivers et 
al., 2018). Therefore, because children respond more slowly, 
it is likely that mother→child adjacency pairs are 
undersampled using a temporal window method. 

On the other hand, gap duration is not a joint along which 
adjacency pairs and conversations are carved. As originally 
observed by Schegloff & Sacks, (1973), adjacency pairs are 
composed of two turns, by different speakers, relatively 
ordered (so that the first initiates and the second responds), 
and pair-type1 related (so that responses relevantly fit with 
the social action of initiating actions) Schegloff, (2007). 
The most basic base adjacency pairs, denoted with 
subscripts Fb→Sb, accomplish some main social action. But 
these two turns need not occur immediately one after 
another. Adjacency pairs may be nested within each other, 
e.g. the inserted repair sequence in Table 1. This 
arrangement of turns may produce sequences such as 
[Fb[Fins,Sins]Sb], which contains two pairs: Fb→Sb and 
Fins→Sins. A gap based method would instead misrepresent 
this sequence as containing three pairs: Fb→Fins, Fins→Sins, 
and Sins→Sb, only one of which is correct. More generally, 
Fb’s and Sb’s can be separated by intervening talk. 
Therefore, temporal window methods, in general, cannot 
identify adjacency pairs in common forms of conversation. 

To summarise, we theorize that second position facilitates 
word learning because it is more predictable and affords 
more caregiver scaffolding than first position. Words which 
are frequently used (or are expected, by caregivers, to be 
used by children) to constitute SPPs are more likely to be 
acquired early. Because social routine words are often used 
in second position, this could address their early acquisition. 
A first step toward the theory is showing that children’s first 
contributions to talk primarily occur in second position. 

To test our hypothesis we analyze naturalistic interactions 
between children and their caregivers. Finding evidence of 
initiation asymmetry would suggest that the sequence 
scaffolding affordances of second pair parts is a plausible 
explanation for the early acquisition of social routine words. 

Methods 

Modeling age of acquisition 
In order to examine how well predictors of word learning 
explain the acquisition of social routine words, we adapted a 
statistical model from Braginsky et al. (2016). Borrowing 
predictors from their data, we fit a linear model to predict 
age of acquisition from frequency, concreteness, valence, 
babiness, mean length of utterance. However, unlike 
Braginsky et al., we do not include intercepts or interactions 
for lexical categories. The reasoning for this is two-fold. 

1 E.g. question→answer, greet→greet, offer→accept 
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First, in CDIs and Wordbank, social routine words do not 
appear to belong to a proper lexical category. They have 
been slotted into the misfit category of other, which 
contains other early acquired but unrelated words like 
kinship & people terms (mommy, boy, etc.), onomatopoeia 
(woof woof, vroom, etc.), as well as spatial-temporal items 
(outside, night, etc.). Second, our intention is to avoid a 
social routine specific predictor with no theoretical basis, 
e.g. a special variable which applies only to one lexical 
category. For example, adding a special social routine word 
variable would remove any bias, but would offer no 
cognitive explanation. We aim for a predictor of all words. 

Longitudinal corpus  
To test the hypothesis that 1-year olds respond rather than 
initiate in adjacency pairs, we analyzed longitudinal video 
data from the CHILDES Archive of five North American 
English speaking children from the Providence Corpus 
(Demuth et al., 2006). We included Alex, William, Lily, 
Naima, and Violet but excluded Ethan for whom no video 
data is available. This corpus contains videos of children 
between 11 and 48 months collected every few weeks. 
Recordings are, on average, one hour in length and capture 
spontaneous caregiver-child interactions at home. 
Caregivers and children both wore wireless lavalier 
microphones and were captured using a stationary camera 
caregivers positioned somewhere in a room when both the 
caregiver and child were co-present. 

Because mothers were by far the most frequently recorded 
caregiver for all target children in the corpus, we focus our 
analysis on interactions of mother-child dyads. 

To collect a representative sample of conversational 
sequences, we generated a stratified sample of 1,442 
utterances in the corpus. We first grouped the data by 
3-month bins (from 12-28), by target child, and by speaker 
type (child or mother) and then sampled up to 25 utterances 
from each grouping. 25 utterances were not available for all 
groupings. 

We coded this data using a bespoke browser-based 
annotation2. This tool is compatible with ELAN files. We 
selected it simply because it allowed us faster transcript 
navigation and to link directly to sampled turns. 

We downloaded the original Providence CHAT files from 
talkbank.org and converted these to an ELAN format using 
pympi, a python package for processing ELAN & Praat 
files. We patched pympi in order to process an old CHAT 
incompatibility found in the Providence files. 

Coding Adjacency Pairs & Sequence Organization 
For every turn in our stratified sample of the Providence 
Corpus, we first identified the entire conversational 
sequence it belonged to. A sequence could be a simple base 
adjacency pair containing two turns. It could contain just a 
single unreciprocated turn. Or it could contain several 
adjacency pairs. Identifying the boundaries of a 

2 https://github.com/jackft/beholder-tool 

conversational sequence is done by first determining the 
main social action being performed which involves locating 
the base adjacency pair Fb→Sb which could perform a 
request→accept, offer→reject, inform→acknowledge, etc. 
But other adjacency pairs or turns could be involved in the 
performance of this main social action. 

These could include adjacency pairs that occur in 
expansions, namely: (1) pre-expansions, e,g. bids for 
attention or call→response pairs such as “Mommy”→“Yes 
honey?”, which establishes joint attention in service to a 
main action, (2) insert-expansions, e.g. other-initiated repair, 
as in Table 1, or requests for pertinent information needed 
before the response can be properly made, and (3) 
post-expansions, e.g. other initiated-repair, closings, or 
evaluation, which occur after another adjacency pair. For a 
more complete treatment of expansions, see Kendrick et al. 
(2020) and Schegloff (2007a). 

Then, for every turn within a sequence, whether it was an 
FPP or SPP. But, sequences can be closed with minimal 
post-expansion turns called sequence closing thirds (SCT) 
as in Table 2. Importantly, because these turns, unlike FPPs, 
do not obligate a response, we did not count SCT as either 
first or second position for our analysis. 
 

Lily at 23.8 months | transcript 011126 @ 00:09:01 
 MOT & CHI are playing with a kitty cat made of felt 
1 ┌Fb MOT: yuh want the kitty cat tuh sit  
2 │  on the couch? 
3 └Sb CHI: yeah 
4    SCT MOT: okay 
 MOT puts the felt kitty cat on a felt cutout of a couch 

 
Table 2: An offer→accept sequence with an SCT. This 
post-expansion ratifies the activity with “okay”. 
 

Additionally, we coded whether turns were pursuits, e.g. 
if a speaker contributed a turn which repeated the same 
action type as their previous turn with a one second gap 
(which could be shortened with due judgement). These were 
counted as distinct turns. 

Occasionally, existing utterance boundaries in the 
Providence Corpus were misaligned with conversational 
turn boundaries. This occurred two different ways. A single 
Providence utterance could span multiple turns from an 
individual. In this case, we manually cut the utterance into 
its constituent turns. Or multiple Providence utterances 
could, together, constitute a single turn. In this case, we 
preserved the original Providence utterances, but marked 
these as constituting one turn in order to avoid overcounting 
them. 

While transcripts in the Providence Corpus do not include 
gestures, we tried to account for them in our coding of 
conversational sequences. For co-speech gestures, e.g. when 
a child vocalizes while pointing, the gesture was treated as 
part of a turn’s design. For gestures without accompanying 
speech, we accounted for their position in the surrounding 
verbal turns, but did not add gestures to the transcripts. So, 
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for example, if a child pointed at a cup and a mother labeled 
it, the mother’s labeling was counted as a second pair part, 
although the child’s silent point was not explicitly labeled. 

We discarded utterances if they were not a part of a 
mother-child interaction. These types of utterances were not 
obviously directed at one’s social partner, e.g. a mother 
talking on the phone to another adult or solo-babbling. We 
also discarded utterances if they turned out to be 
non-conversational. These types of utterances were either 
from non-turn-taking formats of interaction or did not 
constitute social actions, e.g. an unbroken monologue while 
reading a book or an involuntary burp from a child. 

We assessed reliability for coding adjacency pairs using 
Fleiss’s kappa. Three coders (JT and two research assistants) 
achieved substantial agreement (κ=.73). 

Part 1: The puzzle of social routine words: 
evidence of a selective gap in science of Word 

learning 
To see whether statistical models overestimate the age of 
acquisition (AoA) of social routine words, we investigated 
the residual between actual age of acquisition and model 
predictions. As shown in the actual-vs.-predicted AoA plot 
in Figure 2, social routine words are acquired earlier than 
the model predicts. On average they were acquired 3.72 
months earlier than predicted. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: A scatter plot of actual vs. model-predicted age of 
acquisition. Each point represents a word. Social routine 
words are colored red whereas others are colored black. 
Words acquired earlier than the model predicts lie above the 
dashed line. Words acquired later than the model predicts lie 
below the dashed line. 

By modeling residuals with a linear model and testing 
whether the marginal mean residual was non-zero, we 
confirmed that the residual for social routine words was 
significantly biased (eroutine=3.72±1.71, p=.031). But, 
residuals were not biased for verbs and nouns 
(enoun=0.04±0.45, p=0.91; everb0.02±0.66, p=.97). Among 
words acquired before 24 months, social routine words are 
less concrete than other early words (t=-8.132, p<.001). 

Part 2: Initiation asymmetry in caregivers & 
1-year old’s conversational contributions 

To see whether conversations between caregivers and 
children exhibit initiation asymmetry, we measured the 
probability a speaker’s turn was an FPP or SPP in an 
adjacency pair (see Figure 3). To test for initiation 
asymmetry, we jointly modeled the probability that children 
and parents contribute turns in second position by fitting a 
generalized linear mixed effects model (gLMM) with a 
Bernoulli link function (where FPP=0, SPP=1) with fixed 
effects for age, speaker type (CHI or MOT), and an 
interaction between age & speaker type. Our model 
accounts for two hierarchical structures of our data. First, it 
includes by-dyad random intercepts and random slopes (for  
 

 

 
Figure 3: The distribution of children’s and mothers’ turns 
within adjacency pairs over development. Solid lines are 
children; dotted lines are mothers; black dots & lines are 
estimated marginal means with 95% CIs; and colored dots 
are per-dyad empirical means. At 12 months, children tend 
to respond (second pair part turns) to their mother’s 
initiating turns (first pair part turns). Over the second year of 
life, children’s and mother’s contributions become more 
similarly distributed within adjacency pairs. EMMs at 27mo 
are offset to prevent overlapping confidence intervals. 
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age, speaker type, and their interaction). For example, this 
allows the Naima dyad to be more symmetric than others 
and to be more stable over time. Second, it includes 
by-sequence random intercepts which affords variation 
between sequences, e.g. sequences where a mother 
contributes many FPPs in pursuit of an absent SPP or where 
a mother contributes many FPPs repairing a child’s FPP. 

Over the second year of life, children’s but not mothers’ 
contributions to talk are most likely to occur in second 
position. We verified this by testing whether the estimated 
marginal mean (EMM) probability of SPP turns was greater 
than that of FPPs (EMMCHI=0.76±0.05, p<.001; 
EMMMOT=0.13±0.04, p=1.000). Their contributions are 
particularly asymmetric when children are 12 months, when 
children begin to utter their first words, 
(EMMCHI=0.92±0.66, p<0.001; EMMMOT=0.11±0.03, 
p=1.000). We note however, that there is considerable 
variation between dyads. For example, there is much less 
initiation asymmetry in Naima’s dyad than in others. 

Fitting a model that treats age as a continuous variable, 
we find a significant effect of age on turn position 
(βage=-0.11±0.04, p=.002) and a significant interaction 
between age and speaker type (βage&MOT=0.24±0.06, p<.001). 
A post-hoc estimated marginal mean analysis of this 
interaction revealed that mothers’ turns were more likely to 
be uttered in second position over child age (βage=0.13±0.04, 
p=.001). Together these tests verify that children’s and 
mothers’ contributions become more symmetric over the 
second year of life. 

Discussion 
Our results provide evidence of initiation asymmetry in 
caregiver-child dyads, in the second year of life, contrary to 
the claim that they are the primary initiators of adjacency 
pairs in conversation (Bloom et al., 1996). We argue that 
measuring adjacency pairs in terms of the conditional 
relevance of the constituent turns is a promising method a) 
to explain why turn taking is so relevant for language 
acquisition broadly and b) for application to pragmatic 
frame theory. Taken together, our results suggest it is 
plausible that second position turns are an important site in 
children’s early word learning via sequence scaffolding, 
which we argued is especially important for the acquisition 
of social routine words. 

More broadly, our results are compatible with both 
scaffolding and active learning theories of word learning as 
children begin to initiate adjacency pairs more with age. We 
found the degree of initiation asymmetry decreases 
substantially from 12 to 28 months as children’s 
conversational turns shift from primarily made in response 
to caregivers to a balance of initiation and response. 

Here, we note that there are case studies of the shift from 
responding to initiating in specific routines. In a longitudinal 
study of peekaboo3, in one mother-child dyad, Bruner & 

3 Unlike other social routine words, peekaboo initiates, but the 
game broadly follows the attested pattern of  initiation asymmetry. 

Sherwood (1975) found that prior to 15 months, 
reappearances in the game were controlled by the mother, 
but at 15 months, the child invented their own variant of the 
game in which she initiated the reappearance. 

A homologous shift in initiation asymmetry appears to 
occur in other great apes despite relying on a different social 
learning mechanism, i.e. ontogenetic ritualization. One 
recurring social routine in bonobos (Pan paniscus) is the 
mother-infant carry, whereby an infant comes to be attached 
to the other for the purpose of joint travel. Both mother and 
infant can initiate a carry and use learned idiosyncratic 
repertoires of gestures to do so. Halina et al. (2013) found 
that, between 10mo-25mo, carries shifted from being mainly 
initiated by mothers to being mainly initiated by infants. 
Taken together, these studies may be evidence of a general 
ontogenetic principle for how signaling systems emerge 
between infants and caregivers through social feedback for 
the purpose of coordination. 

One reason for initiation asymmetry may arise in the first 
place is as a distributed cognitive strategy. Using such a 
strategy, cognitive and linguistic work can be offloaded 
from children onto caregivers and the interaction itself. For 
example, van Arkel et al. (2020) showed that other-initiated 
repair can alleviate the need for costly pragmatic inferences. 
In restricted offers, the speaker in second position only 
needs to utter yes4 or uh huh (Dingemanse et al., 2015) (see 
Table 1 lines 4 & 5 for an example). 

However, our current study is limited only to the 
distribution of talk by different speakers in adjacency pairs. 
To further support our sequence scaffolding theory, future 
work should look for direct evidence of sequence 
scaffolding strategies, e.g. pursuits and other initiated repair. 
We would also need to find empirical evidence that early 
social routine word uses tend to occur in second position. 
Such future work would help elucidate not just how 
non-referential words are acquired but might also further 
our understanding of the role of turn-taking in language 
acquisition. 

Appendix 

Sequence Organization Symbols 
 
Convention Description 
F/S First/second pair part 
Fb/Sb Base first/second pair part 
Fins/Sins First/second pair part of an insert-expansion 
Fpost/Spost First/second pair part of a post-expansion 
SCT Sequence closing third 
F′ First pair-part in pursuit of response 
* Turn contains trouble 
⊏ Membership in the same adjacency pair 

4 See Goodwin (2006) on communicative strategies an aphasic 
speaker used with only the words yes, no, and and. 
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