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AESTRACT

An investigation of response asscciations to 100
structural and lexical words was condncted in such a way as to
observe commcralities of responses to the words, effects of o-x
differences crn the commonalities, and effects of word learrnabildity on
thhe commonzlities. Subjects were B0 white urban disadvantaged
childrern, all 5 years old, divided irto four random aroups. Each
subject was required to respond to 25 words and responses were
racorded on cavds. Commoralities, representing ahout 25 percent of
the responses, lirle classified as syntactic, paradiguatic,
ptonological, ard indeterminate and were analyzed descriptively.
Phonological cormonalities werc most common, monosyilahles produced
nore comnnon responses than daid polysyllables, and syntactical
commonalities secemed more common than did paradigmatic. It was
suggested that greater attention be paid to syntactical developrent
in children and to the inverse relationship between syntax and
syllable lenqth. The essentially idiosyncratic nature of the
responses given (75 pecrcent) implies that these children may have
been making imnmature associations which could later produce readina
difficulties. References are included. (MS)
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"System-Word Associations of Deprived Children”
Sharen Champion
Chenango Forks School
New York
The study wés concerned with the response assocfatinns to one hundied

structural and lexlcal w.:ds relected Jiom Coleman's (1968) learnability list.
The purpose of the atudy was to oxtend to 2 different cultural population an
funvestfgation previously done by Luak (1969). The population chosen by Doak
for invegtigation of the resronses to this list of words repregented five-and
slz-year-old kindergarten clitldren who were dufined {ndirectly as average,
middle~class ond achievement-orier:ed. ’fo supplement Doak's data, the present

study extended thir populatfion to include the range of students who could bhe

Anfined as economically poor, cul*turally disadvantsped, and academically ceprived,
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An encompassing question posed by the present investipation centered around
whether responses elicited frcm the Doak population were quantitatively and
qualitatively generalizable to a population which was quite dissimilar; that
1s, would responses to a list of stiwmulus wordi be as much a function of the
words as of the populatinn providing the responses,

It would be expected thzc subjects with similar backgrounds environmentally,
educationally, and culturally would give similar responsas to the varfous stimulus
words. 1t would be further expected that the amount of {nformatfon transaitted
as well as the quality of information transmitted would be more likely homogeneous
within a suhset of a culture than acic.s subsets of the same culture. The dcgree
to which this similavity occurs within a8 specified pupulation of peoplt and re-
sponses has been labeled conmonality. Conplete commonality would fmply that all
subjects wou'ld produce thc rame responses to the same set of stimulus vords,
Since the Informationai quality of words varies, and since people themselves
tend to be heterogenacus, the degree of commrnclity cxpected from a stimulus
word would be licitly expected to vary from time to time and sample to sample.

For purposes of this atudy, lexical words were defined a8s nouns, main verbs
as opposed to suxiliary verbs, and ad}ectives. These words are concrete repre-
sentations or abstractions vhich can be categorfzed into lexical form classes.
Structural words vcre defined as all words other than lexical words vhich form
a union with the lexical thus gl.inp meaningful interprectation to the lexical
words and which when used {n conjunction with lexical words provide meaning to
the language, Further, the word deprived as used in this study was defined {in
an ad hoc fashion. For this study all subjects selected vere children whose

—

families were categorized by local social agencies as living at a poverty level
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economically. Many were in poor heslth, their parents were often on welfare,

the provision of financial and parental support was unstable at best,

Focus of Investigaticn

The focl of the investigation were directed in three channels: (1) c¢ormon-
alities of responses to structural and lexical words; (2) sex differences and
the commonality of assocfations to structural and lexical werds; and (3) the
cemmonality of the associations relative to the learnability of words.

The set of common responses have been classified into four categories:
syntactical., paradigmatic, phonclogical, and indeterwinate. Some explanation
of these terms is in order since they have a specific meaning to this study.
Traditionally, syntactical responses have heen linpuistic conventions with
particular examples beinp specific to a language or to a subset of a larguage.
As used in this investigation, a syntactic response was considered as any re-
sponse which logically follower from the syntactic structure of the language and
which provided a complete thought or provided closure for & stimulus word. Al-
though the subjects involved in (his study were five years of age, the responses
which were given were subject to categorizstion consistent with adult logic,
Thus, any common responsc would seem linguistically and syntactically sequential
was class{fied as & syntact{c response.

Those conmon respounses which vere of the same form class, as a stimulus
word which could be meaninpgfully or lopically sutstituted for the stimulus word
were classified as paradigratic. Synonyws, antonyms, and words of the same
premmiticel class fell in this category. All responses thst were classified as
paradigr1tic also exhibited one of the following relationships: superordinate,

co-ordinate, part-whole, or contrast., Examples of paradigmatic responses would
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be: Reeponse word brother to stimulus word sister, lady for girl, or what for

when.

A phcnological response was one which was primarily homonywmic or phonically
related to the stimulus word. Cenerally, these are words which could not be
legitimately classiffed as paradigmatic or syntactic. Examples of phonological

responses would be hemember for the stimulus word remember, and mouse for house.

The last category labeled indeterminate included all common responses not
readily or meaningfully classifiable as syntactical, paradigmatic or phonclogical.
Perceptual cues presumably stimulated hy a lack or ready resyonse to the stimulus
words were relegated r .- this category. The inclusion of a category of this nature
was devmed neceesary because of che general reduction {n verbal facility which
seemed an apparent concomitant of cultural deprivation. Exsmples of indeterminate
responses would be such responses as bookcase, or chair tc stimulus words which
have no apparent lopizal, syntactical, or phonological relationship to the
stimulus words.

Since the commonality of responsc could have been a function of the structure
of the stimulus word as much es the qualitative organizatfon of the word, a
further focus of the study was to {nvestigate the commonalities of both the
structural and lexical words relative co the number of letters in the stimulus

word, the number of phonemes and the number of syllables.

Procedures
All subjects vere five years of ape and were labeled deprived according to
the definition given earlier. The social economic level could be considered
sameny, the lower third in the United States, Forty boys and forty girls were

randomly chosen from the students at the Chenango Forks (New York) School System
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who met the criteria for deprivation. All subjects were waite, native-speaking

American.

Stimulus Words
Fifty lexical and fifty structural words were chosen from the list of words
developed by Coleman. For this study the words were not randomly selected but
were rather a replication of the selection of words utilized by Doak (1969).
Doak chose three words from each level except for the two levels which contained
less than three words, The fifty lexical and fifty structural words were
originally chesen so ac to most nearly correspond to the error level suggested

by Coleman,

Method

The one hundred stimulus words were divided into four presentation grasps.
The method of selection of each word and its appropriatc group is described by
Doak (1969). Twenty-five words, both lexical and structural, appeared {n each
group. Four groups of subjects were defined with ten boys and ten girls randomly
assigned from the population described. A division of the stimulus words {nte
four groupa and the restriction of words presented to twenty-five words per
subject was done for purposes of facilitation of admInistration. With each sub-
Ject assigned to one group and each group limited to twenty-five words, no
subject wes required to respond to more than those twenty-five words to which he
wat assipned. Since all the sublects were bepinning kindergarten children,
none could resd or write. Thus, all words were presented orally and individually,
The purpose of this inquiry war to replicate a previous study on a different
pepulation, and so the problem presented by the homonymic words was not contrelled,

nor were the problens prescented by pseudo-homonyws. The {mpact of heterogeneous
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noncontrollable factors such as environmental cues, differing classrooms, and
other sources of interral invalidity were minimized as much as possible by ad-
ministering all tasks in the sam2 relatively empty conference room provided for
this purpose. The same examiner was used 'a all cases, this examiner was pre-
viousiy unknown to the subjecu:s.

All responses given were recorded on a8 3x5 index cara with one stimulus word
and the twenty responfes recorded on the card, For bookkeeping purposes the in-
formational statistic obtained by Doak and the informational statistic obtained
in the present study were recorded on this card.

Analysis ¢f Data

In the irain, the data obtained in this study were presented descriptively.
When anaiyses were performed, the informational theory logarithmit transformational
statistics were employed. The {nformational content of each stimulus word -was
obtained by using the transformation suggested by Attneave (1359). The basic
svatiscic i3 labeled Hx and s nothiing more than & measure of the variapility of
information in bits., Hx is maximal when there is no commonality in the response,
that is, all responses are unique responses. Hx is minimusl when all subjects
make the same response to a stimulus word. The greater thie number of bits

produced by the stimulus word the more information the word conveys.

Results and Conclusions
Informational variability for stimulus words was found to be very high
for this group of subjects indicating a low redundancy factor in the associations,
This 18 reflected in the paucity of commonalities in responses and the subsequent
nunber of unique responses offered. Commonalities of mapnitude two accounted for

nearly half of all common responses, and only about % of all the responses
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given were cormmon, 3/4 were unique. This result {s directly the reverse of what
Doak found. Dozk's subjects, a more achievement-oriented group, produced about
3/4 common responses and 1/4 unique. 7T:1s revecsal is too dramatic to be ascribed
to sample size or {tem selection. The more pcignant argumerc susgests population
differences of the nature which geaerated the study.

The investigation bore out the conclusion by Doak relative to serx differences
in responses. Doak maintained that at the five-year-old level no meaningtul
differences in commorality responses cuuld be attributed tn zex, This was also
the finding of this study. Bickley (1969) in a study of learnability alszo con-
cluded that no sex differences of any interpretable nature were manifest in
small children. These conclusions, while congruent. appear to represent an
unpopular mincrity f{n the literature of stuvdies of young children.

A qualitative examination of responses produced some evidence that these
subjects may be opetating on an entirely different plane than tore advantaged
children. Clinical ohservaltion of Lhe children in the act of responding pro-
duced some verification of the sugpgestion of Brown and Berko (1960). Rrown and
Berko speculated that word assoclations of younpg children would often appear
iliogical or icrelevant when the child dces not have an association for the
stimulus word. Clearly, one of the concomitante of deprivation 1s a reduced
verbal facfility. The expecration of a meaningful responsc from a subject whose
lanpuage cormand i{s ac best redfocre is {n most cuphemistic terms, optimistic.
Faced vith a stimulus werd for which the l:inguage expertfence had provided no
ready associate, the subject would scek out a perceptual cue, some object {n
8 testine room, as his response rather than disappoint the experimenter by

of fering no response. The effect of this environmental or perceptual cueing
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was to reduce potentiality for commonality, to fncrease the inFormatioral value
of the sti{mulus word and to render the association less redundant, therefcre,
less learnahle. While perceptual cueing {s not to be deprecated, it may camou-
flage for the less perspicacious investigator the validity of the responsos, in
that the response 1s less to the stimulus word than to the anxiety generated by
no response., To treat responses of this nature in the same manner as other
responses may obfuscate rather then clerify thelr meanlug.

Not surprisingly, the finding that the most prevalent common response
was syntactical concurred with a similar finding i{n the Doak study. Apparently,
degree of advantageness {s frrelevant in this respect, making more peneralizable
the contentions of Ervin (1961) ard Entwisle (1966), Phorological commonalitiee,
however, appeared maore often witl the deprived group than with the advantaged.
These responses Indicate a potential lack of response or an attending to sound
rather than meaning. Often the respense was completely meaningless both in
relatinn to the stimulus snd relative to the language. The abundance of these
responses was attributed to poor language facility and further beesrs out Brown
and Berko's asscrtions that responses may be bizarre {f associations have not
becn previously made.,

Exanination of the data also supgested the pnssible operation of an {dio-
dynamic set. Often responses by subjecta followed a discernible pattern inde-
pendent of the stimulus word. VYor example, one subject responded with war
material to many of the ftems: truck, jeep, tank, ectc, Annther responded with
cmotfonally laden associations: hate, Mr, X. Clcarly the latter rulject was
responding to a current problem rather than to the stimulf, the f wer catalogued

his responses, This type of response did aot seem to appear {n Doik's study
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and is not reported there. The assumption {s thatr the responses are idiosyncratic:
the induction {s that the idfosyncratic responses are concomitants of lingulstic
assoclational deprivation and may te more 2@ functlon of the deprived population
than of the advantag.d,

A real weakness of tile study was exposed by responses of the deprived child,
S{nce none could 1ead, all were rresented the erZmull ovelly, TDecause of their
lack of verbal discrimiration, phonolegy became a facior. Subjerts on occasion

seemed to mistake words like vhich for witch, oresident for present. Remediation

of this problem required both a different mode of presentation and the ability

of these subjects to respond validly tc the altered mode, Perhaps this problem
could be handled by using only concrete lexica: words or by utilizing two sensory
wodes within one. 1In any case, the responses would be altered interpretively,

and then they may lose their linpuistic relevance to some psychological relevance.

Tte finding that monosyllables produced more common responses than poly-

syllables {s conpruent with what Dosk found. Apparently, young respondents ace
less keyed to the length of the stimulus than to the number of syllables. Con-
siderinp the build{ng block process of langusge, this shouldn't come as a great

shock.

Implications for Education
One task of the educator of young children {s to build vocabulary in such
a way as to make that vocabulary meaningful for communication. Evidence is piven
fn this study which supgests that syntacticel commonalities are more common thar
paradigmatic. We may be more successful {n useful verbifacture if we concentrate
or syntactical approacties rather than on language model assoclatinns, Plaget

(1926) gave us the clue for this when he di{scussed the rctention of mental irages.
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He maintained that associations that are most proximal to the stimulus are those
that are retained., Iin language, 3t least as it is spcken, experiences with words
puts association in a syntsx structure. Children learn from experience; language
experience {s greatly reliant on syntax; syntax then provides the association.
This ohviously changes wfth increassd experfence, but at lesat in the early stages,
syntacticsl associations render the language redundant, therefore usable.
There seems to be an inverse relationship between the number of syllables
in a word and {t8 redundancy. The longer the word in syllables, the more infor-
mation the word carries, the harder {t {3 to master. Perhaps some tie could be
made between Syntax and syllable length in the que:zt to make language meaningful,
An unfnrtunate reminder of the human condition and s weskness of purely
guantitative analysis of this condition comes from the respor=es given by the
deprived subjects when compared to advantaged same-aged subjects. While ecch
group found the words to be essent{ally the same with regard to i{nformaticnal
value, the actual responscs were far different indicating that the words may
mean entirely different thinga for different social levels. If g0, the different
levels are learning different things from the same words. Implications for
concept dbuilding are frightening, but more ominous ire the potential schisms
that such variations can cause to a populace already sickly divided. An cspecial
caution to the educator conceried the miareading of responses or associations of
children. These deprived boys and girls go through the motions of learning,
they feign meaningfulness long hefore meaningful associations appear. One is
easily fooled by the visage of com;rehension which nasks an assocfational void,
One useful clue to teaching deprived children was given by their reliance

on perceptual cues when associations verte not available. W{th highly experienced
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children mental images cen generate verbal associations. With deprived children
whose experience with language in the environment is limited the need for con-
sersual validation {n assocfation formation i{s underscored. These people do not
have the cognitive storehouse to generate a multitude of mental images. They
must be given the perception to make the tie.

A final observation which muy have use for the educator hinges or the
prevalence of the idiodynamic set in cdeprived children associatiors. The
cxistence of this set should operate as a bellweather to cue the teacher that
the child is making immature associations and probably does not have a meaning-
ful concrnt to associate with the stimulus. In Doak's study the set was not
mentionea. The assumption is that either {t did not appear or {t was not
immediately obvious. Whether this is a function of class differences is de-
batable. 1In any case the presence of this type of response should be a cue

to linguistic poverty which may eventually show up as a reading handicap.
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