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alternative index
Use this index alternative to follow Mathilda’s language acquisition chronologically across 
talking, reading and writing. 

Discussion prompts & 
commentaries

Transcripts

2006 (1 year, 5 months)
Early reading (2006) 18 54

2007 (2 years, 7 months)
In the car, 2 years earlier (2007) 11 47

2009 (4 years, 8 months)
‘I’m making up stories’ (2009) 8 41

‘I’m a make-up girl’ (2009) 9 43

‘My turn’ (2009) 10 45

2010 (5 years, 7-8 months)
Reading to Lawrie (2010) 18 55

‘Dat’s a dragon’ (2010) 24 56

‘Because I read apricot’ (2010) 25 59

2012 (7 years 6 months) 12

The bridge (2012) 12 48

The Wammy family (2012) 16 51

‘Do you know what that means?’ (2012) 25 62

Once upon a time (2012) 27 64
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introduction
Mathilda first featured in the EMC publication Mathilda Speaking, which traced her language acquisition from 
12 months to 3½ years. In these new recordings, Mathilda ranges from 4 years 8 months to 7 years 6 months 
old. The publication also includes two short extracts from the 
original Mathilda Speaking DVD, for comparative purposes. Any 
students wishing to make a study of child language acquisition 
over time may also wish to view the full range of clips in Mathilda 
Speaking.

Organisation of the material
Mathilda 2 is organised into three broad sections:

• Talking and playing

• Reading

• Writing

Alternative index
The index on page 4 lists the clips in chronological order, allowing 
you and your students to trace the changes and development in 
Mathilda’s language over time. 

Notes on the data
This set of recordings provides students with the opportunity to 
observe and discuss the development of Mathilda’s language – 
speech, reading and writing – in a range of contexts, including with 
other children, both younger and older, and with adults. 

Although the approach is naturalistic, as the parents are aiming to 
record Mathilda’s speech in familiar situations, students should be 
aware of the ‘observer paradox’: namely, that behaviour is likely 
to be affected by the mere fact of being observed. In some cases 
the children appear to have forgotten, or at least ignore, the fact 
that they are being filmed. In others, it is clear that they are very 
aware of an audience – whether the immediate audience of those 
around them, or of the camera. Clip 6 in which Mathilda writes, 
then reads, a story, on camera has been deliberately contrived. 
Even where the children seem to be behaving naturally, it’s worth 
remembering that the situation is contrived to some extent. 
Mathilda’s parents, Bonny and Dan, have had to decide when and 
where to set up the video-recorder in order to capture aspects of 
Mathilda’s language development. 

Pronunciation is represented informally, using the alphabet, 
rather than phonemic symbols. Students might like to have a go 
at representing Mathilda’s vocalisations more accurately than in 
the transcript, using the International Phonetic Alphabet. You can 
download visual and audio charts of the sounds of English from 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/grammar/
pron/sounds/index.shtml

From August 2009:
Mathilda (right), with Jess

From September 2010:
Mathilda (right), with Lawrie

From 2012:
Mathilda (left), with Sasha and Tom
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Mathilda and Mia’s Writing
The DVD includes a clip of Mathilda, aged 7 years 6 months, writing a story to camera, then reading it aloud. 
The transcript of her reading and the original piece of writing is included on page 64. The PDF also includes 
4 examples of the very early writing of another child, Mia. This is to allow students to set Mathilda’s writing 
(at the end of Year 2) in the context of a beginning writer and to start to explore child language acquisition in 
writing.

an introduction to Mathilda
Mathilda lives in London with her parents Bonny and Dan, who also feature in these recordings (mainly as 
unseen voices). She lives close to her cousins, twins Sasha and Tom, aged 4 years 9 months at the time of 
recording, with whom she spends a lot of time. You will also see her with Jessica, her cousin who lives in Wales, 
who had just turned 6 when she was filmed. 

With the exception of the clips ‘Mathilda and Jess – the make-up girls’, all the material was filmed at Mathilda’s 
home in London.
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Talking and Playing
CliPs 1a-1d: MaThilda & Jess in The CaR
Context

In Clips 1a-c, Mathilda is 4 years and 8 months. Jess is just 6 years. They are in the car 
with Jess’s mum. Clip 1d is from 2 years earlier when Mathilda was 2 years 7 months 
and Jess was 3 years 11 months.

Car journeys are notoriously boring, but children generally find ways to entertain 
themselves.

Introducing Clip 1a-c
Although reading and writing skills are obviously taught in a structured way, in a classroom, by ‘experts’, there 
are also ways in which children effortlessly pick up the necessary skills. We can see how story-making skills 
develop in spoken language. For children, stories are still an ‘oral’ culture, being told or read stories at bedtime 
or at school. They quickly realise that ‘Once upon a time’ is the signal that a story is beginning. There may be a 
modern variation on this traditional phrase: ‘Once’, but we all know it continues: ‘there was a …’. We all like the 
comfort of familiar routines and patterns, and stories tend to provide these – we begin to know what is coming 
next. Because stories evolved as part of an oral tradition, being re-told and passed on, there are rhythmical 
phrases that are easy to remember. 

The clips in this section give some insight into the way story-making skills are developing for Mathilda and Jess. 

Watching and discussing the complete sequence
	 Watch the whole extract from 2009 (clips 1a, 1b, 1c) as a complete sequence. 

• Comment on the interaction between the two girls. For example, is there a leader and a follower?

• The girls are physically constrained, but notice all the paralinguistic features: actions, facial expressions, 
sound effects. 

Commentary on the complete sequence
Jess seems to be taking the lead in this interaction. Mathilda’s role is a bit like the ‘straight man’ in a comedy 
duo, feeding Jess prompts for her punchlines. It’s possible they may alternate, taking the lead in their friendship, 
depending on the situation – whose house or car or toy it is, for example (it is, after all, Jess’s mum who is 
driving). Or Mathilda may defer to Jess, as she is over year older (significant in child ages). 
As the girls are strapped into car seats, there is a limit to the amount of things they can see and do. This may 
make them rely on language more for entertainment – we see them using their imagination to invent stories and 
also playing with language, particularly around the two meanings of the word ‘make up’. While they may not 
have much freedom to move, they take full advantage of being able to reach each other – tickling each other, 
followed by squeals and laughter, is like a refrain throughout.
Often age is very significant for children – they are aware of who is older/younger and may use this to try to 
assert this status. Jess explicitly uses her age (6) to assert her authority and to squash Mathilda’s doubts about her 
assertion that her wings can fly.
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Clip 1a – ‘I’m making up stories’ (2009)
	 Watch the first extract and read the transcript on page 41. 

	 Think about the following questions:

• What do the children understand about the genre of stories? 

• What does Jess mean by ‘I’m making up stories’ (a lie v fiction)? 

• How does Jess signal the beginning of a story? 

• And how does she signal when a story is finished?

• Is there a ‘middle’ and how much sense does it make? 

• What refrain do the girls use to ‘punctuate’ their stories? Is it original or imitation? 

• How does Jess segue (move smoothly) from one topic to another?

	 Now read and discuss the commentary below.

Commentary on Clip 1a
I’m not sure what Jess means by ‘making up stories’ – a lie, or a fiction? It’s unlikely she took a picture of the 
ceiling, even with her mum’s camera. Maybe ‘fiction’ is an acceptable ‘lie’ in children’s minds? Perhaps there’s a 
belief that if it’s for fun, matters of true/false are irrelevant.
The word ‘once’ prefaces each foray into a fictional world. 
The end of a particular story sequence is sometimes signalled by the explicit comment ‘just making up stories’ 
(a ‘coda’ in Labov’s terminology), once with the standard for written stories – ‘the end’ – and otherwise by an 
interlude of tickling and laughter. 
The first and the last (‘once’ and ‘making up stories’) become a refrain, punctuating the stories. The phrase might 
be imitation – of parents or TV shows? 
The ‘middle’ of Jess’s stories makes little sense – to an adult mind. It’s often surreal, with animate shoes, dogs 
and trees. Danger begins to creep in, which is a common ‘complicating event’ in narrative structure. 
The connections that allow Jess (and which she thinks are necessary) to segue from the topic/world of the actual 
car to imaginary events she wants to talk about are: 

camera 

the ceiling can’t be the picture

I took a picture of the ceiling

I’m making up stories

I always make up stories 

I guess like a make up girl (2) well I wear make up (2) because I got make up

The phrasal verb ‘make up’ connects two very different sets of meanings. (N.B. As it’s unlikely Jess has or wears 
make-up, she is a ‘make-up girl’ in the other sense of inventing tales.) 
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MaThilda, sasha and ToM Playing 
Context

Mathilda is aged 7 years and 6 months. Her cousins, Sasha 
and Tom, are 4 years and 9 months. The children are at 
Mathilda’s home, being filmed by Dan, Mathilda’s father and 
Tom and Sasha’s uncle.

Introducing key terms and concepts
There has been a lot of research into adult – child conversations. The 
term motherese has been replaced by others such as Child Directed 
Speech as it is not only the mother involved in talking to a child. It is 
interesting to see in what ways the adult – instinctively – modifies their 
language, when talking to a child. 

The psychologist Vygotsky introduced the term MKO (More Knowledgeable Other) to refer to significant 
influences on a child’s development: not necessarily adults, but older children, or even computers. He suggested 
that MKO can help a child raise their present level of ability towards their potential level. This is best done by 
the MKO adapting their input: it should neither be too simple, nor too advanced. These clips show the three 
children, Mathilda, Sasha and Tom, playing together with minimal adult involvement (Mathilda’s father/the 
twin’s uncle is operating the video camera). 

Clip 2a – The bridge

Watching and discussing ‘The bridge’
	 Watch the clip and follow the transcript on page 48.

The children’s interaction
	 What do you notice about the way the children interact with each other?

• Does Mathilda take the role of MKO to the younger children? 

• Do the twins adopt an equal role in this activity? 

	 Now read the commentary below and talk about whether you agree with the comments. 

Commentary on the children’s interaction
The children are each working on their own task, but they are collaborating together. 
It seems, on first watching, that Mathilda assumes the role of expert, sitting straight up, while the younger 
children are crouched over their task. There’s little eye-contact, but Sasha seems to defer to Mathilda, while 
expressing her own superiority over Tom, in the form of kindly support and encouragement. 
So far, these reflections are little more than an intuitive response. The next stage is to look more closely at both 
the recording and the transcript to see if there is evidence to confirm this response.

Looking for evidence
	 Watch the recording again and this time also read the transcript on page 48, this time looking for evidence 

in the text to support your initial comments on the way the children interact. Focus particularly on the 
grammatical structures used and their functions.

	 Once you have discussed your initial findings, use the prompts on page 13 to sharpen up your analysis.
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Reading
Context

In the following clips we see Mathilda reading with her parents and with younger 
children, her twin cousins Sasha and Tom and Lawrie, a family friend. She ranges from 
5 years 8 months to 7 years 6 months. Sasha and Tom are 4 years 9 months at the time 
of the recording; Lawrie has just turned 3. (For comparison we have also included a very 
short clip of Mathilda reading with her mum aged 1 year 7 months.)

CliPs 3a-C MaThilda and laWRie shaRing a sToRy
Reading readiness 

Clip 3a Early reading (2006) and Clip 3b Reading to Lawrie (2009)
The first clip in this sequence shows Mathilda reading a book with her mum, aged just 1 year 7 months. In the 
second two clips, Mathilda is 5 years and 8 months. She has just begun Year 1 at school. 

People now realise how important it is to introduce children to the 
world of reading, well before they are ready to identify letters and match 
them to sounds. Enjoyment of books and the stories they contain is key. 
The child learns to open the book the right way up, to begin at the first 
page (different with other scripts, for example Arabic) and to follow the 
writing from left to right (not top to bottom, as in Chinese). They turn the 
pages, match pictures to words and memorise key phrases, so they can 
join in with ‘reading’. They may begin to recognise the shape of recurring 
words, such as ‘The end’. 

Watching and discussing ‘Early reading’
	 Watch the recording of the one-year-old Mathilda reading with her 

mum (Clip 1a). What evidence is there of the beginnings of this ‘reading 
readiness’? The transcript is on page 54.

Watching and discussing ‘Reading to Lawrie’
	 Now watch the recording of Mathilda reading with Lawrie. The book 

she is reading is Charlie Cook’s Favourite Book. You can see some of the 
pages from this book on page 19. The transcript of Mathilda’s reading is 
on page 55.
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WRiTing
MaThilda
Clip 6 – ‘Once upon a time’ (2012)

Context
Mathilda is aged 7 years 6 
months, in Year 2 at school. She 
has been asked to write this story 
for this project. She knows she 
is being filmed. The clip begins 
in real time to give you a sense 
of the speed at which Mathilda is 
making up and writing her story. It 
then speeds up to x5 real time. It 
took Mathilda 20 minutss to write 
her story.

Watching and discussing ‘Once upon a 
time’
	 Watch the recording of Mathilda writing, then reading her work to camera. 

	 What do you notice about Mathilda’s writing technique? The transcript is on page 64.

• Which hand does she write with? 

• When does she pause, or correct herself? 

	 Now listen to Mathilda reading her own story aloud. Look at the written version of her story (‘Family of 
Mice’) as you do so, on page 64. 

	 What does Mathilda understand about story-making?

• Does her story have a beginning, middle and end shape?

• Read the summary of William Labov’s research below.

• How does the structure of her written story relate to the structure of oral narratives suggested by Labov’s 
research? 

• Are the characters and events in her story influenced by ‘real life’ or other stories, or both?

William Labov research into the structure of oral narratives (1972)
Based on recordings of many people telling personal anecdotes, Labov suggested that such stories tend to have 
a similar structure. These are the terms he uses for each part of the structure: 

1. Abstract: What, in brief, is the story about?

2. Orientation: Who, when, where, what?

3. Complicating action: Then what happened?

Evaluation (occurs throughout): So what? How is this interesting?

4. Result or resolution: What finally happened?

5. Coda: That’s it, my story has ended and I’m bringing you back to ‘the present situation’. 


