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Abstract 

Directives is an important area of study in child language development and 

language socialization since it illustrates children’s ability to affect the behavior of 

others around them by using language. However, we have no account of directives 

by children in Sinhala. A study of Sinhala directives by children is important given 

that research on diverse languages contribute to significant changes in our 

knowledge of both the typology and the linguistic resources used for directives in 

general. The main aim of this study is to record the forms of directives used by 

children speaking Sinhala as a first language. Sinhala, the dominant language of 

Sri Lanka, is little studied in terms of pragmatics. Therefore, a secondary purpose 

of this study is to contribute to the knowledge of Sinhala pragmatics. Using 

recorded data and observation from children and their caregivers, this paper 

studies the use of Sinhala directives by middle class children and their adult 

caretakers in Sri Lanka. The study shows that children from 2-4 years of age are 

able to use directives appropriate to their pragmatic function. It also shows 

surprising findings on children’s use of (im)polite language, an area that needs 

more research. 
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politeness, Sinhala 

Introduction  

Being able to instruct others is an important part of human communication. 

Languages are very diverse in how this form of communication is affected. They 

assign different features for the formation of directives, or the speech act used to 

direct something. How do Sri Lankan children, speaking the majority language 

Sinhala, use directives? How do adults use directives in child directed speech? In 

this paper, we explore the use of Sinhala directives by children and their caretakers 

in their home settings. Through the presentation of children’s polite and impolite 
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use of directives as well as caretakers’ directive use, our aim is to contribute to the 

field of pragmatic development in children, especially in Asian contexts.  

 

A secondary aim of this paper is to contribute to cross-linguistic research on 

directives by presenting an array of Sinhala linguistic features that are used to 

form directives. Despite the attention given to directives in North America and 

Europe, studies of directives in Asian contexts are uncommon, with only one study 

that we know of (Fedricks, 2012) on a Sri Lankan language, in this case Sinhala.  

 

In the following section, we define directives and present the current status of 

literature on directives, including studies done in Sri Lanka. In this same section, 

we also synthesize work on children’s acquisition of directives. In the third section, 

we outline our research design and provide a description of our method and data. 

Following this, we present the findings of our study, which includes a description of 

directives in Sinhala, a brief discussion of (im)politeness in relation to this, and an 

analysis of directives usage by the children and caretakers in our study.  

Review of Literature 

In this section we provide a review of the relevant literature, in two sections. The 

research on directives and the research on child language development are largely 

separate but overlap in some instances. Therefore, we draw on both areas of study 

here.  

 

Directives  

Directives have been a productive area of linguistic research since the work of J. L. 

Austin and John Searle, resulting in a debate on the definition of directives in later 

research. The most basic definition of a directive is that they are “attempts… by the 

speaker to get the hearer to do something” (Searle, 1975, p.355; also see Clark, 

2009, p.292).  In Searle's (1975) list of directives, he includes commands, requests, 

questions, appeals and pleas, challenges, permission and advice as well as dares 

and defiance. Despite agreement on the general definition, however, the precise 

definition of directives is still debated by scholars. The main issue at stake appears 

to be the question whether the imperative - the canonical form of a directive – is the 

only type of directive, or whether ‘indirect’ attempts at making a hearer do 

something is also a directive (Curl and Drew, 2008). We understand directives to be 

a broad category, adhering to the job of ‘getting something done’ (Searle, 1975).  

 

An early and long-standing understanding that indirect directives are more polite 

than ‘explicit’ directives has been challenged in recent years (Watts, 2003 as cited 

in Curl and Drew, 2008). It is generally true of directives in English where the more 

indirect directive is used for politeness (Craven and Potter, 2010; Curl and Drew, 

2008). In an early study of directives in American English, Susan Ervin-Tripp, 

(1976) named five types of directives: statements on need, imperatives, imperatives 

embedded in other syntactic forms such as questions, permission directives, 

directives structured as questions, and hints. Additionally, Ervin-Tripp discussed 

multiple social variables that affected the choice of directives, some of these being 
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hierarchical relationships, familiarity, and presence of outsiders. However, Weigel & 

Weigel's (1985) study of directives in the “primarily black male migratory 

agricultural laborer subculture” of Eastern United States (p.65), an attempt to test 

Ervin-Tripp’s classification of directives, contradicted Ervin-Tripp’s findings. In it, 

the participants showed a high number of imperative usages disregarding the social 

and work constraints that would have been expected by the findings of the prior 

study. Taken together, these two studies show the need to study directives usage 

across contexts even when it is the same language.  

 

Studies on different languages have provided both context-related and language-

related findings. Rossi's (2012) study on Italian shows that directives and requests 

for action differ according to the project (course of action undertaken together) and 

ownership, i.e. whether the course of action is felt to be undertaken individually or 

jointly. In Greek, imperatives used as directives are widespread, and are made 

acceptable by the existence of linguistic features that indicate not only command 

(which an English imperative does) but also wishes and desires (Economidou-

Kogetsidis, 2002). Additionally, while Ervin-Tripp has not discussed positive and 

negative imperatives separately, some scholars do so (e.g. Weigel and Weigel, 1985). 

Similarly, studies on Nepalese and Japanese data show that different linguistic 

forms (e.g. modals) can be used to vary the intensity of directives (Upadhyayi, 2003 

cited in Fedricks, 2012; Takada, 2013). Evidently, languages use a variety of 

linguistic features alongside directives to affect their politeness and directness, and 

these two aspects do not necessarily contradict each other. In other words, 

directness in directives does not always imply impoliteness. These studies are 

especially relevant to the study of languages in which morphological forms signal 

directives and politeness separately, as we will show in our research.  

 

In relation to Sinhala, the sole study we are aware of is Fedricks’ (2012) study of 

directives in a Buddhist temple setting in the USA. Federicks used a classification 

system that included ten types of directives. These included eight from Ervin-Tripp 

and Upadhyayi as well as two new types (epistemic directives and zero verbal 

directives) arising from his own data. Fedricks shows that women used suggestion 

directives more, and used less imperatives than men, who used question directives 

more. Our study extends this work by exploring a different setting – the home 

setting, which is a linguistic domain that is expected to show informal directive 

usage. Fedricks (2012) and other Sinhala scholars  (Ch. Premawardhena, 2007; 

Chandralal, 2010) also mention the verbal suffix –ko as a feature used with 

imperatives for politeness and for persuasion. Our study illustrates counter-

examples to this which we will discuss later.   

  

Children and directives  

A large body of research exists on child language acquisition (CLA), also called first 

language acquisition (FLA), a dynamic area of study for many decades in linguistics 

(Ferguson and Farwell, 1975), psychology (MacNamara, 1972) and in anthropology 

where it is studied as part of language socialization (Duranti et al., 2012). Much of 

this early research has been in monolingual settings of language acquisition, either 

of English or other languages. This study adds to the current trend in researching 
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child language development in bilingual settings, given that even in generally 

bilingual settings individual families can show variation in this.   

 

Since the 1970s, there has also been much research on children’s pragmatic 

development (Cameron-Faulkner, 2014; Hollos and Beeman, 1978; Zufferey, 2016). 

This includes their ability to respond to others and produce various speech acts, 

such as directives. Two areas of linguistics have produced research on directives - 

developmental studies and studies of (im)politeness, both bodies of research 

relevant to our study. This body of research is cross-linguistic in nature (Matthews, 

2014), a necessary addition to research in directives given the diversity of language-

specific forms of directives. Our study adds to this.  

 

Research on children’s development of language abilities has shown that language 

approximating a directive, or an order for an adult to do something, emerges in the 

child at about 10 months of age; conventional directives appear at around 20 

months, or a little over 2 years of age (Matthews 2014). Children find it “easier to 

make certain requests (ask, order, forbid) than to allow something or to make a 

promise about something” (Clark 2009, p.302). Therefore, children may use a 

higher number of directives than adults, which makes directives a productive locus 

of study for CLA.  However, assigning illocutionary force to children’s utterances is 

at times difficult and should be done with care in very young children (Cameron-

Faulkner, 2014). Thea Cameron-Faulkner (2014) calls for more research that takes 

into account the context and co-participants who are involved in speaking, along 

with the children themselves.  

 

Such contextual work has been done in the culturally and linguistically diverse 

area of (im)politeness research Küntay et al. (2014) and Duranti et al. (2012) define 

politeness as ways of maintaining social and communicative concord and avoiding 

social discord. Further, Brown and Levinson (1987) define politeness as showing 

awareness of another person’s public self-image, or face, for example, by avoiding 

imposition on others or showing solidarity with others. For instance, Clark (2009) 

positions “Come here” as a less polite directive whereas “Could you come here?” as 

a more polite directive. Matthews (2014) states that politeness vary according to 

factors such as speaker-hearer characteristics (e.g., age, degree of familiarity), 

context (e.g., level of formality), and topic of conversation. Even though different 

languages require different grammatical forms to express directives, cross-linguistic 

studies have shown that children generally seem to acquire the pragmatic function 

of directives early and they “are sensitive to contextual factors such as activity type 

and age of interlocutor and vary the level of politeness accordingly” (Küntay et al., 

2014, p.325; Zufferey, 2016). In an early cross-cultural study, Hollos & Beeman 

(1978) found that Norwegian and Hungarian children differed in their 

communicative styles when using directives, with Hungarian children being more 

direct and Norwegian children being more indirect. Contrary to previous research 

which showed that girl children were more indirect and therefore more polite in 

play, and boy children were the opposite of this, Aronsson and Thorell (1999) have 

shown that children of both sexes delighted in playing conflict situations. They also 

showed that children used directives to perform invitations, or even as dares or 
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threats showing multiple pragmatic functions as used by children. Despite the 

accumulation of research in different languages, research on bilingual children 

acquiring directives in both languages is still scarce.   

 

Research on CLA in Sri Lanka is sporadic. An early paper by James W. Gair and 

colleagues (Gair et al., 1998) continues to be the most robust. In a series of studies, 

they tested Universal Grammar (UG) principles by studying the acquisition of 

Sinhala by a large group of children, concluding that children mapped the spoken 

languages they heard to the underlying control structures they had acquired. More 

recent studies in child-related language come from the field of speech and 

communication disorders. One such study by Hettiarachchi and Ranaweera (2013) 

illustrate the use of multisensory storytelling to enhance vocabulary development 

in children who have language-learning difficulties and discusses possibilities of 

increased skills in communication in this manner. In a study of the acquisition of 

Sinhala case marking by 37 children  Silva (2002) found that children acquired 

Sinhala case marking as a cluster (rather than separately) and that no difference in 

acquisition was noted due to gender or regional differences. Children in Silva’s 

study were able to produce directives by 1.8 years of age. This ties in with findings 

on the early production of directives in children of other linguistic environments 

(Matthews 2014). As is evident, there is a pressing need for child-language 

acquisition studies in Sri Lanka.  

Methodology 

Many of the studies in child language acquisition have used elicitation techniques 

or improvisations to collect data (Aronsson and Thorell 1999; Gair et al., 1998), 

whereas research in language socialization uses naturally occurring data. Similar 

to the latter, this study uses a qualitative research design which includes 

recordings of naturally occurring interaction and observations. 

 

The participants of this research were purposively selected. Five children from five 

middle class families from the first author’s neighborhood in Kandy, the main city 

of the Central Province of Sri Lanka. The families were considered middle-class due 

to parental occupation (professional) and access to English (at least one parent 

spoke English). We will name the families A, B, C, D and E. They were all female 

children between the ages of two to four years.   

 

The first author initially approached the families to research bilingual families with 

the prospect of studying Sinhala-English bilingual children and chose two families 

for extended observation. During an initial meeting with the first author, the 

mothers of the children stated that the families were bilingual. However, the use of 

the two languages varied in the families and the children did not speak in English 

during observation. Only family E was observed to be bilingual; in families C and 

D, the fathers spoke to the children only in English whereas the mothers spoke to 

125



L. Abesooriya & K. Perera 

them in Sinhala and English, with varying extents of codeswitching.† In family D, 

the father did not spend much time with the children due to his work schedule, 

which entailed travelling regularly to other parts of the country, and spent only 

weekends with the child who then had less exposure to English. Similar to father 

D, father B also worked outside the region. The fathers in families E and A travelled 

to work daily whereas the mothers were homemakers. Some families lived with 

extended family members, which included grandparents. The primary caretakers – 

mothers and grandmothers - used mostly Sinhala in their interaction with the 

children.  

 

Data was collected over a period of a month. Initially, the caretakers undertook to 

self-record children’s everyday speech. However, this was not successful as the 

primary data collection method due to the caregivers being pressed for time as well 

as, in some instances, their lack familiarity with technology. The first author then 

audio recorded the interactions during her observations in two of the households; 

the notes taken during observations were also written into field notes. The children 

were observed during their meal times and their play times with other children. We 

analyze approximately 570 minutes (i.e. 9.5 hours) of spoken data and 20 minutes 

of self-recorded interaction by the families. The speech samples were coded for 

types of directives and their functions, and then compared to the categorization by 

Ervin-Tripp (1976) and Fedricks (2012). When coding for (im)politeness 

suprasegmental features such as pitch and intonation were taken into 

consideration. We will not, however, discuss suprasegmental features in this 

article.   

Findings and Discussion 

In this section, we first present a classification of directives of the Sinhala language 

as found in our data. Following this, we present a brief discussion of forms of 

(im)politeness relating to directives, where we challenge the current understanding 

of one form. Finally, we present our findings on directives use.  

 

Form and function of directives in Sinhala 

This section includes a discussion of the classification of directives and examples of 

directives found in our data. We have used the classification of directives by Ervin-

Tripp (1976) and Fedricks (2012) as the basis for our classification. However, our 

data does not include the following categories of directives: elliptical directives, 

epistemic directives and zero verbal directives.‡ This absence could be due to the 

 
†Codeswitching is here defined as the alternation of codes both between speakers’ turns or 

within a turn (Wardhaugh, 2011).  

‡ Elliptical directives have a noun or verb missing (e.g. tawa dekak, meaning ‘two more’); 

epistemic directives use epistemic adverbs such as hithənəwa (e.g. mamə hithanne obə 

wahanse mehetə wadinəwa, meaning ‘I think you come here most honoured sir’); zero 

verbal directives where no conversation takes place but action is directed by contextual 

knowledge and non-verbal communication such as gesture (e.g. long pause used to indicate 
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particular nature of interaction we observed, which is that of children interacting 

with each other, or interacting with adult caretakers. We have left out two 

categories - ‘permission requests’ and ‘questions as directives. In our data, requests 

are not made for the purposes of obtaining permission; neither is the question form 

used for queries. Therefore, question forms are absorbed into other categories, 

depending on their function as directives.  Our data also included two types of 

directives not mentioned in Ervin-Tripp (1976) and Fedricks (2012). These are 

predictions and conditions which function as directives.   

 

Next, we will provide examples of each type of directive found in our data. In most 

instances, we show the directives used by children, except in the case of directive 

types that have only been used by adults. Children in the study are identified by 

the alphabetical letter correlating with the family. In some cases, children show 

developmental errors in terms of phonology, which are marked by an asterisk (we 

discuss these later).    

1. Need statements 

 

[1] Child C:  Bittərə       witərak        o:ne  

    eggs       only            want 

I want only eggs.  

 

While Fedricks (2012) identifies three verbs for the expression of need (o:ne, o:ne 

kərənəwa, o:ne wenəwa), in our data we find only o:ne (want). In this situation, the 

child expresses a need for eggs, which then functions as a directive to be given 

eggs. It is probable that Fedricks’ research setting, a temple, produced more 

variations of o:ne due to extensive politeness constraints that exist in such a 

setting, whereas such an array may not be necessary for the children in the home 

domain. 

2. Imperatives 

We note two variations in imperatives: imperatives to act, as well as imperatives to 

refrain from acting.  

 

[2] Child E:  indəko   mamə  *kəlnəkan.  indəko 

wait+POL   I do+COND wait+POL  

Wait till I do it. Wait. 

 

In this situation, the child wants to do an action herself, and commands the 

playmate to wait until she does it. This functions as an imperative. As Fedricks 

(2012) states, Sinhala directives add -ko to indicate that it is a polite form (glossed 

for now as POL) or for persuasion. Here, -ko is added to the verb indəko for 

persuasion.  

 
lay people to take the lead in prayers). Definitions, examples and translation are from 

Fedricks (2012, pp.35-36). 
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The third example is an imperative to refrain from an action.  

[3] Child B:  epa          oya       endə   

         don’t      you          come  

Don’t come  

In this situation, the child commands her playmate not to come. In Sinhala, the 

quasi-verb epa is added to the verb to indicate that the action should not be done, 

classified as negative imperatives by Chandralal (2010 ).  

Additionally, a negative imperative can also be formed by æti, another word which 

Gair and Paolillo (1997) classify as a quasi-verb (uninflected for tense, p.26), as in 

example 4:  

[4] Child B:  æti,    æti 

          enough    enough 

    Enough!  

 

Here, the child states that she has had enough food and she does not want any 

more. This is again a negative imperative, since she is indicating that she should 

not be given more food; it is also a refusal to eat more. Of note is the fact that in 

itself, æti is not a negative and can function both as positive (to mean ‘yes, I have 

enough’) or negative, as in the above example.  

3. Hints 

 

[5] Child E:   

me:        o:mə*          newe:ne         mamə          kiyəla          dunne 

here      like that     not+AGR I  say   gave 

Hey, that is not how I taught [you to do it]. 

 

In this instance, the main proposition of this statement by the child is that the 

playmate is not acting according to instructions. By saying this, she implies that 

the addressee has not followed directions correctly. The child is expecting an active 

response from the listener, for the action to be done her way, which makes it a 

directive. In the next example, Child D is showing another child how to do 

something.  
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[6] Child D:  me:mə  *galanne  

              this way removes  FOC 

This is how you remove [it]. 

 

Ervin-Tripp (1976) includes statements of condition as the example for this 

category [6], which we also note in our data. We observe that both examples are 

more than hints, since [6] is actually a demonstration of an action, which can be 

considered a directive.  

4. Suggestives 

[7] Child B:  kavudə loku  balamu ennə  malli  

Who  big see  come  younger brother 

Let’s see who is taller, younger brother 

 

In this occasion, the child suggests that her playmate, a younger boy, should join 

her so that they can measure their heights and conclude who is taller. Since 

Sinhala is a pro-drop prone language, the subject is missing in this but is made 

clear by the verb ending with the morpheme -u (first person plural). This confirms 

Fedricks’ (2012) finding that suggestives are used as directives for collaborative 

action.  

5. Requests  

Our classification of requests is somewhat different to the classifications by 

Fredericks and Ervin-Tripp. Both scholars have a category termed permission 

directive, which include some requests. However, in our data, requests were not 

used to ask for permission; at the same time, the data does not include permission 

requests. The form of the requests is typically the question form (but not all 

questions are requests).  

[8] Child A:  athəna      innæ:  

               there       stay+Q 

Stay there, ok? 

 

In this instance, the child needs the listener to wait for her at a particular place. 

The verb innə is coupled with -æ: an agreement marker when ending a verb, and in 

rapid speech the neutral vowel ending of the verb is elided. The addition of -æ: 

transforms the imperative verb form into a request because it makes it more polite 

and seeks agreement to the imperative.  

[9] Child B:  mage      pænsələ       dennəko:  

           my  pencil       give+POL 

Give (me) my pencil. 

 

Here, the child asks her playmate to give her pencil back. The verb is in the 

canonical form of the imperative - dennə. However, the addition of -ko adds a 
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persuasive element to it, which makes it a request similar to ‘can you please give 

me the pencil?’ rather than a direct imperative.  

6 Refusals  

In our data, refusals come in two forms. The first form includes the quasi-verb bæ: 

(cannot) as in example 10.   

[10] Child D: athin  kannə bæ:  

   hand+INS eat  cannot 

 I can’t eat with my hand 

 

Here, the child’s refusal to eat by hand also acts as a directive that she should be 

fed by her mother. The mother understood is as such. However, not all refusals are 

directives and the function is context-bound, like most other forms.   

The following three types of directives are only found in adult speech. For 

convenience, we remind the reader again that 4.1.8 and 4.1.9 are newly formed 

categories necessitated by our data.  

7. Embedded imperatives 

[11] Mother C:  

akkitə    kiyannə  me  mona:th  ekkadə  kanne 

elder sister+DAT     tell  this what+also with+Q eatFOC 

Tell the elder sister what she will eat this with.   

In this situation, the mother wants the child to explain to her older sister what 

curries accompany the rice.  The utterance begins with the directive kiyannə (an 

imperative) which is followed by the content of what needs to be conveyed.   

8. Prediction  

 

[12] Mother D:  baba:  dæn  do:ni  wage:  duwənəwa: 

   baby now Doni like run 

   Now you (the baby) will run like Doni 

 

In this example, the mother predicts that the child will run like Doni, a character in 

a popular television series, to come and eat her food. The verb duwənəwa: is used 

in the present tense, which is also used for the future and for predictions in 

Sinhala. This is an indirect directive, acting as an imperative for the child to eat.  

We have two such directive forms, both by adults, to convey expected action to the 

children.  

9. Condition  

 

[13] Mother D: jo:datə  ice  ekak   genəth  denəwa.  

  joda+DAT ice  one  bring  give 

  [I] will bring Joda an ice cream.  

 

130



Directives in Sinhala: Children’s Speech and Adult Child-Directed Speech 

Here, the mother somehow wants to feed the child. Hence, she makes a ‘deal’ that 

she will buy her an ice cream if child D eats her food. The little girl is addressed by 

a pet name, Joda (taken from a well-known character of a local television series). 

The conditional statement acts indirectly as a directive to eat, which is the only 

condition under which the child gets her ice cream.  

 

10. Development of directive forms in children  

While the syntactic form of the directive is correct in the language produced by the 

children in this study, in some instances we note developmental errors in 

phonology. In example [2], indəko mamə *kəlnəkan (wait till I do it), the child does 

not produce the /r/ in the verb /kərənə/, replacing it with /l/. We also find 

replacement of /r/ with /s/ in /saumak/ in loku: saumak hadannə (make a large 

circle), and replacement of /m/ with /p/ in /patə/ in patə bæ: (I can’t). Other such 

developmental errors found above are: omission of /r/ (/witəak/) [example 1], 

omission of /h/ (/me:mə/) [example 6] and omission of /w/ (/galanne/) [example 

6]. While not directly relevant to the study of directives, we present these as a 

contribution to the discussion of child language development in Sinhala.  

 

Politeness in directives   

This section presents our findings on the use of polite and impolite forms of 

directives, including a description of the use of the morpheme –ko in its use as an 

intensifier.  

 

1. Verbal forms of (im)politeness 

In the presentation of the structure of directives so far, we have shown the 

canonical forms of the directive, which is also counted as the polite form. Unlike 

English, and similar to languages such as Korean (Byon, 2006) and Japanese 

(Geyer, 2018), Sinhala expresses (im)politeness in directives through verbal 

morphology and affixation.  

 

The canonical form of the directive is the imperative, for which Sinhala uses the 

infinitive form of the verb (Chandralal, 2010, p.254). Examples for this are kiyannə 

(tell), and kannə (eat). In Sinhala, however, as we saw above (4.1.4), directives can 

also use the verb’s first-person plural form (e.g., kamu) and other morphemes as 

seen above. In terms of politeness, the imperative can be considered the most direct 

form of the directive, whereas suggestives, conditions, and predictions can be 

considered indirect and at the same time, more polite forms of the directive.  

At the same time, Sinhala also has an impolite form of the verb.  For this, Sinhala 

uses the present tense form of the verb (ending in -wa). An example is given below:    

 

[14] Child D:   pa:tiyə  yanə  ekəta   da:nəwa   

    party  go one+DAT put  

    Put it to the one that has a party. 

 

Here the child orders the sibling to switch to the television channel that is showing 

a party. In this, the verb form used is da:nəwa (put), derived from da:nnə. In this 
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impolite version of the imperative form, the verb is shortened and verb-final -wa is 

added. This greatly adds to the force of the imperative, making it a peremptory 

order.  

2. The morpheme -ko and (im)politeness  

The morphological feature -ko has generally been typified as a politeness or 

persuasive marker in Sinhala (Fedricks, 2012). This is, however, misleading. We 

present a reinterpretation of this feature, classifying it as an intensifier (glossed 

from now on as INT) as shown through the two examples below. As an intensifier it 

enhances the polite and impolite forms of the imperative used.  

 

a) -ko with the canonical form of the imperative   

When -ko is used with the canonical form of the directive - the imperative - it adds 

an element of entreaty or persuasion to the imperative.    

 

[15] Child D: dennǝko  dennǝko 

give+INT give +INT  

Give it, please! Give it, please! 

 

Here, the verb does not contain any features that indicate extra politeness but 

neither is it impolite even without the -ko. However, the -ko form adds a persuasive 

element to the verb, and together they form what could be termed a request.  

 

b) -ko with the impolite imperative  

In the example below, the same verb shown in (a) above is seen with the morpheme 

-ko, but this time with the impolite form of the verb.  

 

[16] Child D:  denǝwako 

   give IMP+INT 

   Give it! (rudely) 

 

Here, the child asks for something from the brother, using the impolite imperative 

(denawa), to which the -ko is added. -ko does not neutralize the impoliteness but 

instead intensifies the force of the imperative. Given that it is added to the impolite 

form of the imperative, we argue that -ko is not a politeness marker as classified in 

prior literature, but is an intensifier used for persuasion: it intensifies the force of 

the verb, regardless of whether it is in the polite or impolite form.  

 

Use of directives by children and adults  

In this section, we analyses how directives are used by both the children and the 

adults in our study. This includes an analysis of the types of directives used by 

each group as well as a more detailed analysis of the children’s use of directives. 

Table 1 provides the number and type of directives used.  
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Table1. Types and Number of Directives Used by Participants 

 Child Adult Total 

Need 1 1 2 

Imperative 28 42 70 

Embedded Imperatives 0 1 1 

Hints 3 1 4 

Suggestives 5 2 7 

Requests 12 18 30 

refusal 1 0 1 

Predictions 0 2 2 

conditions 0 2 2 

Total 50 69 119 

 

As this table illustrates, adults use more directives than children. This is 

predictable, as it is indicative of the adult’s authority over the child and the nature 

of caretaker interaction with children, i.e. they frequently want children to do 

something. This is probably also connected to the situations that were observed 

and recorded, such as instances of playing and feeding.  

 

The directive types used most by both adults and children are imperatives and 

requests. Children use marginally more hints and suggestives than adults. Only 

adults, as we discussed in section 4.1 use predictions and conditions. This is 

probably to do with the nature of power differentials in adult and child interaction. 

While adults are in a position that allows them to promise or make conditions on 

child behavior, the opposite is generally unseen.   

 

The largest part of the directives in our data (58%), are imperatives, which is the 

most used type of directive by both adults (42 tokens) and children (28 tokens). 

However, there is a difference with regard to addressee. Adults address imperatives 

to children in all instances. Children address imperatives to a variety of addressees, 

including playmates, siblings, and adult caretakers. Significantly, in 15 out of the 

28 instances of imperatives, i.e. approximately half the time, children address 

imperatives to adult caretakers. In some instances, they use other types of 

directives before they use an imperative to the adult. At the same time, we also note 

the important point that children (except child D) do not use impolite forms of the 

imperative towards their parents, illustrating that children are well aware of the 

hierarchies of power in the family network.  
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In terms of choice of language, even though all five families claimed to be bilingual 

in English and Sinhala in the initial interview, none of the families used utterances 

that were fully in English in the recorded and observed interaction. It was observed 

that some adults used Sinhala-English mixed utterances. In the case of directives, 

08 out of 69 directives included Sinhala-English codeswitching and were used 

solely by the adults. 

 

[17] Mother D:  give      ammi        galawala   dennə  

   give       mother      remove        give  

Give, I will remove it and give it back 

 

Here, the mother starts the utterance in English, with the verb used for the 

directive in English, and continues the rest of the utterance in Sinhala. Similarly, 

in other such occasions, the adults use only one English word per utterance (these 

words are nouns and verbs).  

 

Even though the families had stated they were bilingual, none of the children used 

English in recorded speech. This aligns with prior findings on bilingual children’s 

speech (see Clark 2009; Matthews 2014) which shows that children are able to 

discern and decide how to use which language in a context-friendly manner and 

that they use directives in the language(s) with which they are most familiar. Given 

that few adults in their environment were using English, the children in this study 

too use mostly Sinhala.  

 

We had noted that Child D’s use of directives is anomalous: she uses twice the 

number of directives in comparison to other children. She also uses, though only 

twice, impolite directives to her parents. The recorded speech environment does not 

show significant differences between child D’s environment and that of other 

children and needs further exploration to fully understand.  

 

 
Figure1. Number of polite and impolite directives by child 

 

134



Directives in Sinhala: Children’s Speech and Adult Child-Directed Speech 

Additionally, children address a larger amount of their directives (60%) to 

playmates and siblings, of which, roughly half are impolite.  

 

[18] Child B  katə               wahagenə              innəwa 

mouth   shut+COND           stayIMP 

    Shut your mouth and wait. 

 

The above is typical of interaction between playmates and is part of their regular 

communicative style. The child addresses her playmate using an impolite directive 

because the playmate does not listen to her or does what she asks him to do. While 

there are studies illustrating that girl children (and women) use more politeness 

strategies than boy children (or men) (e.g. Ladegaard, 2004; Sheldon, 2016), our 

data show girl children using a range of polite and impolite linguistic markers. Our 

findings, therefore, support the literature (Cekaite, 2013; Goodwin, 2006) that 

argues  that children’s use of (im)polite linguistic features are as appropriate to 

their environment, i.e. when interacting with other children, girls may also use 

‘rough’ language.  

 

Very rarely do children use impolite directives towards adult caretakers. Only one 

child (Child D, twice) uses impolite directives towards parents, and only one child 

(Child E, 1 directive) uses impolite directives to the grandparent. Even in these 

situations, the child’s use of the impolite imperative generally occurs in situations 

where they feel that their polite (but insistent) directives are unheeded, showing 

that this is a marked feature in language use towards adults by children. In most 

instances, adults ignored the use of the impolite directives by the child towards 

themselves or others, highlighting an area worth further investigation in language 

socialization.    

Conclusions 

Our study presents findings related to directive use in Sinhala, from the 

perspective of child language use and adults’ child directed speech. These Sinhala-

speaking families showed that children used more directives with their playmates 

than with adults they address. Furthermore, all the children in this study use 

similar amounts of polite and impolite directives. However, they use more impolite 

directives when with playmates and siblings, showing more care when talking to 

their parents or elderly caregivers (e.g. grandparents). This ties in with prior 

research in language socialization and pragmatic awareness that children’s 

language use shows heightened awareness of their environment.   

At the same time, we note that adults in this study rarely addressed the children’s 

use of the impolite forms. In many instances, adults ignored their use of the 

impolite form but neither did they praise the use of the polite or canonical form of 

the directives. We make no conclusions on this phenomenon, given that this was 

not a focus of our study and is an inadvertent finding. Nevertheless, this would be 

a useful area for future investigation. In terms of pragmatic awareness, it is worth 
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noting that all the children, even when they show developmental errors in 

phonology, have acquired the pragmatic function of using directives.  

 

Yet, since the study focused mostly on children and child-related activities, we also 

found less complex forms of directives in our data. The children’s directives 

especially are the more direct and simple forms of the directives. Three forms of 

directives found in other scholars’ data - elliptical directives, epistemic directives 

and zero verbal directives – are not found in our data; whereas, predictions and 

conditions are also used as directives in our study. These differences are 

undoubtedly due to the specific linguistic and research context of our study, 

highlighting the importance of context to pragmatic research. Sinhala’s linguistic 

resources may be more suitable for some types of directives, given that the findings 

of both our study and Fedricks (2012) differ to Ervin-Tripp’s classification of 

English directives. More research is necessary in both Sinhala and other languages 

with different linguistic properties to English, to move towards a general 

classification of directives.  
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