
Developing Variation in Discourse Temporality 
 

The paper examines deployment of T/M/A forms of expression as serving functions 
of textual  cohesion and coherence, so creating the temporal texture of discourse. 
Increasing variation in use of temporal categories beyond grammatically obligatory 
alternations such as sequence-of-tense constraints is examined in different types of 
texts, and analyzed as reflecting linguistic and discursive development from 
preschool to middle childhood and adolescence.  The point of departure for the 
study is the notion of “dominant tense” as a genre-specific property of discourse 
(Berman & Slobin, 1994; Kupersmitt, 2006). For example, narratives are typically 
anchored in past-perfective temporal categories relating to specific past-time events 
(Hickmann, 2003; Longacre, 1996), while non-narrative, descriptive or expository-
type texts rely mainly on use of temporal extended present and irrealis modality in 
making generalized propositions about states of affairs (Britton, 1994; Mosenthal, 
1985) – distinctions that are accessible to even young children (Berman & Nir, 
2007). The present study integrates and elaborates on findings from prior research 
of the author and her associates by considering an array of linguistic and discursive 
dimensions which show that texts produced by preschoolers, schoolchildren, and 
adolescents become increasingly varied and non-homogenous in the means they 
deploy for expressing discourse temporality.  Data from narrative and non-narrative 
texts produced by native speakers of English, French, and Hebrew are presented to 
support this claim along the following dimensions:  tense-aspect shifts -- progressing 
from local to more globally discourse-motivated use of these alternations for 
expressing narrative foreground-background distinctions (Berman & Neeman, 1994; 
Nir, 2008); reliance on nonfinite subordination -- by use of participles and gerunds as 
well as infinitival forms for achieving textual cohesiveness (Berman, 1998; Gayraud, 
Jisa, & Viguié, 2001; Jisa, 2000, 2004); elaboration of dichotomous imperfective / 
perfective past tense contrasts -- for creating richly layered narrative temporality 
(Sandbank, 2004);  semantic elaboration of irrealis modality from childhood to 
adolescence – in expressing epistemic as well as deontic attitudes in non-narrative 
texts (Reilly et al, 2002); and departure from genre-canonic temporal anchoring to 
more mixed temporal texture – with narratives being fleshed out by generic, 
atemporal generalizations and non-narrative texts illustrated by reference to specific 
past-time events (Berman & Nir, 2007; Tolchinsky, Johansson, & Zamora, 2002).  
Increased variation in these varied facets of discourse temporality is interpreted as 
reflecting a more general developmental shift “from dichotomy to divergence”, a shift 
that derives from increased processing flexibility in deployment of a rich repertoire of 
linguistic forms.  
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