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| QTART: '
TWENTY HEAD START PRESCHOOL CHILDREN WERE GIVEN THREE
" LANGUAGE TASKS DESIGNED TO MEASURE THEIR LANGUAGE
DEVELOPMENT-~(1) A PROCUCTION TASK REQUIRED THE CHILCREN TO
. ENGAGE IN FREE SPEECH. THE CHILDREN WERE ASKED TO ANSWER A
QUESTION, TO DESCRIBE A SERIES OF PICTURES, AND TO RETELL A
STORY. THE FREE SPEECH OF 1HE CHILOREN IN RESFONSE TO THESE
 SUB-TASKS WAS ANALYZED IN TERMS OF THE RANGE AND FREQUENCY OF
T SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES USED, THE NUMBER OF KERNEL AND |
_ YRANSFORMED SENTENCES USED, AND THE COMPLEXITY OF THE SYNTAX.
THE DATA FROM THIS TASK IS NOT YET AVAILABLE. (2) AN
“IMITATION TASK REQUIRED THE CHILDREN TO REPEAT 20 SENTENCES
USING 10 DIFFERENT SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES. EACH STRUCTURE WAS
USED IN TWO SENTENCESL. OF A POSSIBLE 400 CORRECT RESPONSES,
. 263 CORRECT RESPONSES WERE MADE. THE LENGTH OF THE SENTENCE
'WAS FOUND TO BE NEGATIVELY RELATED TO NUMBER OF CORRECT
RESPONSES FOR ONE SET OF THE STRUCTURES. THERE WAS EVIDENCE
OF MODIFICATION CF SENTENCES BY THE CHILDREN TO CONFORM THEM .
70 YHEIR OWN LINGUISTIC SYSTEM. (3) THE SAMF SENTENCES USED
~_IN TASK NUMBER 2 WERE USED IN A COMPREHENSION TASK THAT
' REQUIRED THE CHILDREN, AFTER HEARING A SENTENCE, TO POINT TO
"~ THE PICTURE CORRESPONDING TO THAT SENTENCE FROM A
" THREE-PICTURE DISPLAY. CORRECT RESPONSES NUMBERED 266 OUT OF
A POSSIBLE 400. LENGTH OF SENTENCE WAS NOT FOUND TO BE
_ 'RELATED SIGNIFICANTLY TO THIS TASK. A RECOGMIZED PROBLEM IN
" INTERPRETING THE DATA FROM THESE TASKS IS CHOOSING CRITERIA
THAT WILL RELIABLY INDICATE WHEN THE CHILD REALLY HAS CONTROL
OF A PARTICULAR SYNTACTIC STRUCTURE. TOTAL conﬁecv-aesponses.
'AS A CRITERION, DOES NOT INDICATE WHETHER THE CHILD
© 1 CONSISTENTLY RESPONDED CORRECTLY ON A PARTICULAR SYNTACTIC
ol .. STRUCTURE IN TASKS NUMBER 2 ANC NUMBER 3. IF THE CONSISTENCY
e . OF CORRECT RESPONSE CRITERION WERE USED ON THE DATA, THE
TOTAL SCORE OF THE CHILDREN WOULD BE 64. (WD)
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Jntroduction

The tescareh reported below was designe.d to study apeech production,

comprehension and {mitation in the same group of children with the view that

this assenbly of studies will tell us much more about the child's control of

~ the paa&ibilf.c‘iéi of the linguistic syscem than the study of a single process.

Procedure
Twev<y children (11 boya and 9 girls), vho were :l.n the summer
Hud Statt ptogrm, and uhooe average age ws five years ’ were given three
tasks wi.ch were duigned s0 that eaveral measurements of each child's
ltngui.atic development cotld be obtained. |
| 1) Prodyction Task: This consuted of three situati.ons where
the child's ftee cpeech was obuined. A) Chi.ld was aslred
queatim, e.8+, "What games do you 1ike to play?"; B) Child
was asked to deacri.be a series of pictures; and C) Chiid was
asked to retell a story when pfreeented wi.th a sequence of pic-
“ tures praviously used by the Experimenter to tell the story.
2) | Initation Task: After some pmctice, the child was asked to
repeat after the Experimenter a set of 10 sentences. Each
sentence i.ncm:porated a difﬁerent syatactic structure. These
structures were derived from a Chomskian (Trans #omational)

analysio of English syntax. The following structures were

tested. t:he passive, conjunction. adjecti.ve., reiative clause.
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 inversiom, seﬁaretion, possesiive, negation, trans formation
cbject, and transfOrmation-suﬁordinate. For esch structerex
| two syntactically equivalent bet gemantically different forms
f | | | were constructed, eb tb~t‘eech child repeated 207§entences.
3) nggreheneibn Task: The sentences nhatie:e used in the
| Tmitation Task‘the sclected because they could be translated
‘into vigual form for use in the Cemprehension Task.' In this
'iatter task the child was asked, after some praetice with
aimi lar materials. to listen to a sentence and then to point
T to the picture which corresponded to it from a display of
three pictureo. The picture set consisted of two different
pictures which represented the two forms of the ¢xperimental
syntactic structure to be tested, and a thitd, nautral picture
‘which contained the same visual elements as the other twe

pictures except for the critical elements represeuting the

syntactic structure,

Reeultg and Discussicn

Production Task _
The processing of the deta,from the Pfoﬂuction‘rask‘id scili

continuing, however, it can be said that the three main categories a&bpced
for the- antlyataﬁaeem to be potentially quite frustful fot use in R
‘diffetcntiacing between the linguistic ekills of both individuals and of
‘groups. These c&tegorieh are: A) Range>of syntactic structuresluced by
each child and their frequency of occurrence; B) The number of Base (Kernel)
eeutences and cranaformed sentences ‘n the speech sample of each ch;ld, and
finally C) The amount of synggctic complexity exhibited in each cnild's speech.
(or this and other phrposes a quenttfied index of synteeeic complexity has |

been invented.)
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Imitation tuhonses were scorcd by- using two cat:egoriu of correct

responding, one vhere the response was a petfect repetition of the aencencc

~ and the other where the critical ocructute wu‘ intact though some surtcmndim |
items were not, e¢.g., "The girl is pushed by the boy" given as "The boy
is_pushed by the girl' was scored as correct. The t:otal number of correct
reuponou on this caak was 281 out of a pouible 400. No probability value
can be attached to this statistic as there seems to be no way of computing
the chanc& level of an individual correct response. Leugth of the sentences
was found to be a s;lgnificaut variable 'and it was associated ‘negativeli
vith the number of correct responses ﬁor one set of the structures. |

| A result that is of theoretical interest is that there was evidence

ot ;g_gg;_t_x_g of some sentences by t'."c'ieé.hi.'lcl::en0 An exauple of this 1is the
high frequency of occurrence of a zero-morpheme replacing a gLural\-mog heme
as in "The dbg eat and the cat gxleep”.»' The child who responds in this way
seens to be filtering the aeﬁcenceg through his own 11ngutst£c system
(1.e., dialect). This is evidence against the view expressed by some
researchers (e.g., Roger Brown) that the child ‘doea not process li.ngg:l.ati.c
matorial thrbugh hio- meaaiﬁg system in imitation, ““'Chtldrenvming linguhti.c

W\

» 'recodi»ng in this experiment are exhibiting recegt:ive bilingualism, that 1s,
they understand the syntact.i* structure from the statz;ia::dhéiailect, but: -
probably do not produce it in their own dialect. |
%grehensig\ n_Task

The total nuﬁber bf correct responaes in the Ccmprehé}naion Té&k was

266 out of a possible 400. A X? computed for the data was found to be

significant beyond the .001 lovel. Length of the sentmik;ég was not found to
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be ti.g‘hifiémﬁ:l;r related to t:he‘number of d“forrect responses made to them.
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There were some large discremciu between the group 's responae:
 to the Imita:ion and Couprahen-ion Tasks on the same structuves. A m of
thae di-crepmcie- can b‘a unders tond by referring to nhe chibldren s dialect.

‘me ponuuva is one ample of a ctructure being inftequemtly fmirated

cotteccly ("She took the dng food."), however, this motphemic deletion does

not affect per Samncc in 1\:he Comptchens‘ion Task probably because the child

understands this possessive sr.ructuté in the stahdérd. dialect.

| The Pngh;eg of Control
One problem thar. has to be faced in vtewing the results of the

Initation and comprehn.nsion testgis “What criteria should be nsed in
deternining whether a child hau control of a particular synt:’acti; structure?”
\ The most stringent crtterion that could be adopted’ in this experiment was

i | that of 2 cut of 2 correct teapouea on botb the Imi.tation and Comptehension
Tasks. Using this criterion of control t'he total score of the group was

64 (for m::ati.on alone the score was 120~, for Comprehencion alone the score

was 99)0 ‘
A rank order of "difficulty" was developed for the 10 structures

b bu‘ed‘ upbn the number of timée e#ch structure was controlled by individual

: - chi.‘.l.dren. The: ordct of difficulty, from most to least diificult, was

| relative clause, negationm, ponesnive, cranafomtion—»anbordinate (theu last

- three were tied), puuive, inversion, conjunction (these 3 were tied), - S
;djective, separation and traus formation-object. 'mo other rank orders of
"4t £ficulty” were dum”np based upow A) tctal correct tesponceé to each
structure in the coupré.henaion and Iuit atmn Tasks, and B) total of 2
correct responoes made on either the Imitati.ou or the Comprehenaﬁon Task.

" The "A" and 'B" totals represent two less stringent indices of control,

however, rank order correlations between the hierarchies of “difficulty" |
representing the three definitions of control were significantly iater-

| -correiated (Spearman's r's of 90).




5.
A Quant:iucive index of syntactic somplexity was developed for
particular use in the txperimnt, although it u hoped that 1: will have

general exptﬂmttl applicability in work on child lansugo dcvolapmnc.
'tha model is based upon Chomsky's theory of the organization of Bugiish

| ‘nyutax. In‘ this t:h‘bry the simplest sentences are ducribed as Kernel | ‘
: ununcu and they areM the kind "“John hit the ball” i.e., siople, '

 active, declarative unz.enccs. More camplex structures ullgd QM;
(L.e., 111 those ui;ed in the present experiunt)‘ are davolopcd by applic‘at‘ion =
of the gtmttca? mlea of the uuguage to the Kernel structurea. |
Systactic structutcl differ in tum of the __q@g; and M of rules applicd
to them. The index of ayntac.tic couplexity which was devaloped is based -
upon a weighting system applied to each kind of grammatical rule. The

‘t«otal number ané kind of rules Apﬁuad to a Kernel sentenice to genevate a
trans formed centence vare used as ths dtteminantn of thc quantitative
measure of the syntactic conplfmit.y of that sentence. |

The i.néex of stmcf.ural complex*,t:y was uaed for t.hc 10 expeﬁuntal
atructures and they were iark ordered for complexity. Significant rank
order eomhum (r’s = .6 to .8) were obtained between the rank crder
of the complexity scores for the 10 ntmctutu and the three rank orders
reflecting the different messures of difficulty (or control). The
si@tﬁmﬁ cbrrelat‘ton: suggest t&t the index of syntactic complexity
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