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Subculture and Conversational Style

The focus of much recent work on children's communicative com​petence is child‑child talk rather than adult‑child talk. It is now widely accepted that the peer group is of vital importance in a child's sociolinguistic development. Girls and boys tend to play in same‑sex groups. Gender is the organising principle that structures their activities. Streeck, for example, describes the behaviour of the children he observed in primary school: the girls and the boys huddled on opposite sides of the table, their posture and position clearly signifying two separate camps; when joint activity was required, talk between the two groups was antagonistic (Streeck 1986).

One of the chief reasons that girls and boys develop different styles of talk is that the all‑girls and all‑boys groups to which they belong interact in vastly different ways. Boys play in larger, more hierarchical groups, while girls play in small groups, often in pairs. Boys' friendships tend to be based on joint activity, while girls' friendships are based on talk. In their seminal article on gender‑specific subcultures, Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker (1982) argue that girls learn to do three things with words: 

1. to create and maintain relationships of closeness and equality

2. to criticise others in acceptable ways

3. to interpret accurately the speech of other girls.

Boys, on the other hand, learn to do the following when they speak: 

1. to assert a position of dominance

2. to attract and maintain an audience

3. to assert themselves when another speaker has the floor.

Maltz and Borker (1982) characterise girls' talk as collaboration‑ oriented, boys' talk as competition‑oriented These gender‑specific patterns of interaction develop very early Girls and boys deal with conflict, for example, in very different ways. In a study of quarrels between children aged 5‑7,Miller et al (1986 found that boys used a more heavy‑handed style, their priority being to get their own way, while girls used more mitigating strategies (such as compromise, evasion or acquiescence) and were more concerned to maintain interpersonal harmony. Boys were more likely to resort to physical force to resolve conflicts. Similar findings emerged from a study of talk among 3‑year‑old friends in same‑sex triads, carried out by Amy Sheldon (1990). She analyses in detail two disputes over a plastic pickle which arose when the children were playing in the home corner (with a toy cooker, pots and pans, a sink, and plastic items of food). One of the disputes occurred in a group of girls, the other in a group of boys. The girls succeeded in negotiating a resolution and maintained interconnectedness among members of the group. They also sustained their fantasy play, pretending to prepare food for the dolls. The boys, by contrast, adopted a more adversarial style, and since neither of the main protagonists was prepared to give in, the conflict escalated (and lasted considerably longer than the girls': 5 minutes compared to 1 minute 45 seconds for the girls). Moreover, this conflict disrupted the boys' fantasy play. Disputes between boys at nursery school in Italy (Corsaro and Rizzo 1990) deal not only with issues of ownership and protection of territory, but also of who is 'iI capo', the boss. In the following example, Matteo and Luigi are making a space ship; Nino approaches and tries to join in.

(2) Nino:
Anch'io posso?


I can also?



I can also?

 Luigi:
si, puoi giocare


Yes, you can play



yes, you can play

Matteo:         no, io sono il capo


No, I’m the boss



no, I'm the boss

Nino:            si, e vero

Yes, it’s true



yes, it's true

Luigi (to Matteo):  Lui ‑ puo giocare?

          Him – can he play?

him ‑ can he play?

 (Nino reaches over and picks up some building materials near Matteo)



Matteo)

Matteo:
no non puoi, ma, non puoi!


no you can't, but, you can't





Girls in this nursery school also get involved in disputes over ownership and in excluding third parties from their play, but they demonstrate an ability to work together to achieve their aims. For example, in one incident observed by the researcher, Rosa and Grazia work as a team to get a piece of building material back from an intruder, Sara.


Goodwin's research on Black children's street play has been described in some detail (p. 124). Analysis of the way arguments among the children were structured shows that girls and boys use many common strategies (Goodwin and Goodwin 1987). They organise their talk to

emphasise disagreement or opposition. This is true both of same‑sex and mixed talk.

(3) [talking about Sharon's hair]


Eddie:wet it!


Sharon:no, I don't wanna wet it

(4) [talking about slings]

Chopper: I don't want these big thick ones





Michael:you is crazy boy. I swear to god. You need that –


thick like that.

However, there was one strategy which was used only by the girls, labelled 'he‑said ‑she‑ said'. This strategy only indirectly challenges another participant, and opens the dispute to a wider group of participants. Examples (5) and (6) are typical he‑said‑she‑said accusations:

(5) Darlene:
and Stephen said that you said that I was showin off just because I had that blouse on
Questions
1. What sort of groups do boys play in and what are their friendships based on?


2. What sort of groups do girls play in and what are their friendships based on?


3. What three things do boys learn to do with language?   How is this linked to the groups they play in and the basis of their friendships?


4. What three things do girls learn to do with their language? How is this linked to the groups they play in and the basis of their friendships?


5. How do girls resolve arguments and quarrels?   How might this affect the language they use?


6. How do boys resolve arguments and quarrels?   How might this affect the language they use?

