When Do Mothers Address Their Children By Name? A Corpus Analysis
Vocatives are used to attract the attention of addressees, to identify addressees, and maintain
social contact (e.g., Leech, 1999; Zwicky, 1974). One goal of the present study was to more
precisely determine the contexts in which vocatives are used, in part to better understand how they
are retrieved in speaking. We examined when middle class mothers in the U.S. used their children's
names vocatively. Such information may also provide insights as to why parents sometimes fail to
retrieve the correct name for their children (Griffin & Wangerman, 2008).
The transcriptions of spoken conversations between a mother and child were selected from
the CHILDES database (MacWhinney, 2000). The selected corpora included seven children from
the ages of 1;2 to 5;1 years (Brown, 1973; Demetras, 1989ab; Higginson, 1985; Sachs, 1983; Weist
& Zevenbergen, 2008; Weist, Pawlak, & Hoffman, 2009). Transcriptions included children's real
names or pseudonyms. To maximize the likelihood of finding vocatives that were not used solely to
identify the addressee, we excluded conversations in which a third person actively participated.
Altogether, analyses were based on 300 files that contained 69,028 utterances by mothers of which
1,871 contained vocatives.
Each utterance containing a child's name was extracted along with the two utterances
preceding and following it to allow for sufficient context to determine the functions of the
utterances. Vocatives, after Schmerling (1975) and Leech (1999), were defined as syntactically and
functionally isolated uses of a name. For comparison, an equal number of utterances without
vocatives were randomly extracted from each conversation and analyzed for discourse function.
The functions included attention getting, requests for action, compliments, reprimands and
warnings, providing instruction, requests for labels, and opinions.
For each discourse function, generalized linear models were constructed to test whether the
rate of function use varied as a function of vocative name use and the child's age (as measured in
half-year increments), with child included as a random effect. Several functions were used equally
often with and without vocatives. Instructive utterances (e.g., "That's a flower") were more frequent
without vocatives whereas attention-getting ("Nomi. Up here.") and reprimands/warning utterances
("Nomi, careful.") were more frequent with vocative names.
In our presentation, we will further discuss the relationship between discourse functions and
vocative name use as well as the use of nicknames and the implications for understanding the
retrieval of vocative name forms.
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