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But of course preschoolers understand the meanihg of but!.

' The acqpisitiOn of relational terms such as before, gi;_; .becayse, s9,

if, and or has been the focus of a great. deal of research by psycholinigists

- and developmental psychologists. The acquisition of temporal and causal terms

.
(]

is obviously relevant to the development of tenporal and causal understanding,

. » \1:,_

1f and. or have .both natural languagd and formal logic meanings, and the acqu[#ﬁr

’

tion of these teyms has been of interest both to those who define "mature" ;’l 5

[} ’ i

_ureasoning in terms of conformity to the conventions of folmal logic and to ;;f

those who are interesteﬁ in the similarities and differences between formalL'

) %\71c and natural Ianguage But is also a relational term, but ithas captgrel

— L] .
. the interest of almost no one, probably because it is not tlear what issu&L are

af

-

addressed by corsidering—how preschoolers use this term. I will argue th&f an
. 2y,

analysis of how they use but can tell us a great deal both about how pre@f

PR )

schoolers organize their kndwledge base and about their understanding of dis--
- . . oy ~o.

course conventions. . . , jf

B

Before describing what children s-use of byt reveals of their uh@erlying

knowledge it is necessary to define the term. This is somewhat difficult

becaise but has a function rather than a discrete definition, and its meaning

may therefore appear to vary depending e context 4n which it aprlars, .
. "

Since it has the same truth-table on as and, and can often,bq used

. v
1 v

.interchangeably with and, the meanings of these tWo terms can be assumed to Ny

i >
bverlap at least somewhat. However, there are both syntactic and semantic

» -

constraints that prohibit replacing all instances of gnd:with hﬁ;. . Specifically,

But has an adversative function; it signals that what is to follow is unexpected

* 1
a .
- - - . - R )
.
B .
'
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f - - . . ‘:
r'on the ﬁhsis of either prior presuppositions or an inference that might be

oS
.

© e f')"". drawg. from a-prior statement. To make this definition more concrete, consider

’
! ’

i the ‘sentemces shown in Table 1, - ) .

Table 1 ) -
! e
) [+ Y 'Examples'of but-sentences
\ ‘ : 1. The pen is new, but it writes poorly.
$ *2, The pen is ney, but it writes well, o
£ 4 *3. The pen is red, but it writes well, | )
[ R > ¢ " ’ ) \'

New pens ordinarily write wel@, and but appropriately introduces in-

tion that denies rather than confirms this presupposition. JThug, "The
. 7 -

. i, » ‘
n is new but it writes poorly" is appropriate, and "The pen is new but it

) . TS . .
' >writes well” is inappropridte. “'The pen is red, but it writes well" is also '

L
kd
] :

“-dnappropriate since the two propositions have no relationship to one another,

- This sentence cou1d however be considered appropriate if, for example, someone
These sentencesg were taken from Kail (1980), one of very few studies

— f
addressing the acquisition’ of but. Kail asked children of four ages (X ages

.

6;8, 7311, 8;6, and 9;5) to judge the acceptability of such sentences. "Her °
findings are outlined in Table 2, The‘ffést graders judged the anomalous
N . “ L Y

, .ﬁ . - B
Type 2 sentences to be correct over’ 907 of the time, the anomalous Type 3

3

. ‘ g L
sentences to be correct about 60% of the time, and the correct Type 1 sentences

" . -

P T I ‘ . ’
to be correct only 207, offthe time, Second graders rated the Type 3 sentences,

» -

: ) N ‘ '
in which the two propositions'were unrelatéd, as correct 357 of the time, and
the other two sentencertypes as correct about 60% of the time, Subjects in.

the two older groups gave the highest acceptability ratings to the correct
y'u

sentences, and the 10west to the sentences containing ‘unrelated prdpositions,

but did not, consistently reject the two inappropriate sentence types. This

patterning of the data 1ed Kail to conc1ude .that byt is figst, believed to be

-
/ . . N

s . ) ' 4 ‘ - 4
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é&nonymohs with and, and that it is then misinterpreted as functioning to

r

support rather than to dey a prior implication, ' .

’ ¢

I have been working with a set of data obtained by asking 43 children,

-

2;11 to 5;6, to describe familiar events, such as going to the grocery, having
g

. ’ N .
a fire drill, getting dressed, etc. The 43 children were quesgioned about
. . .

each°o£ six activities on three occasions, producing over 700 protocols, The

_term byt appeared in' these ptotocols a total of 80 times, and was used by 25

s

- )

subjects spanning the” entire age range. .

LY

In considering these productions, ‘I was interested in determining' the
/

[ e
A

e
‘extent to which these spontaneous productions supported Kail's developmental

claims, and 1n-determ1n1ng the types of cognitive compétencies that could be
1nfer"d from the various productions of byt. Since ail of my subjects were

younger than any of Kail's, it would be expected that, if her model of acquisi-

tion were correct, my subjects would have tended to use but as if it were

s&nonymous with and. Thete were in fact no cases ip which\ggt was used where .
™~ .

and would have been more appropriate, and no cases. in which but introduced a

statement that confirmed.rather than denied a prior implication. Of the 80

hg;-statements produced by our subjects, on1y-f3 were unintqrpretable or

k3

anomaloas,\and none of these uninterpretable productions were ones that would

N -
0

have been predicted on the basis df Kail's model.
/ *  There is obviously a serious discrepancy between the 1eve&@ of Competency

shown by our subjects and Kail's, While production and comprehensivn do not
always develop in tandem, it seems extremely unliﬁoly that children would be
. - -

able to preduce approprfxteiy formed byt-statements by three or;isur years of

age, but unable to comprehend:them until age eight or later. Baslcally, I /

would suggest that the, developmental pattern Kail tapped was not one of age-

/ ~ L
‘related cfianges in the understanding of but, but rather one of age-related

)

r
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-~ exemplify "egocentric speech,% that is, failure to take account of the

-4~ : i

”~

. A

chanéqs in understandiné the conventions of the acceptability judgment -

paradigm. While such‘méthodological consideratibns are crucial and deserve

much more attention, I want to gpend the remaining time discussing the dif™ ’ :

ferent types of adversative velationships that were expressed. by our subjects
L] .
and the inferences,aboht unﬂerfying cognitive represehtations and knowledge ,
Y . . N
that can be drawn fromthese produttions. .

5; It was possible to%divide the 65 1nterpretab1eihgg-stdtements tﬁto

- » .

five cktegories depenﬁing on the type of adversative .relationships that were

\n;pressed. These categories, and some examples of each, argashown in Table 3.

. .
The first category'consists of those cases in which but was used to !
~ ( ' M

signal the denial of implicitly shared knowledge."‘Eight subjects, ranging in

age from 3;9 to 5;4, were responsible for the ten utterances in whiﬁh but con- .

joined two proposiions that wgré not contrastive at the level of the actual
. v - % . ‘ .

discourse. Examples 4re shown in Table 3. |, . . \
You walk fast, but you can't put your coats bn cause
you need to hurry. (S#19, 4;2). 0

4

The context for this statement is a description of what happens during /
’ R
nly go outside during a fire drill, Ordinarily /

a fire drill, People co
# \’] ¢ 0 /
people put on their coats\kefore going outside, but pot during a fire drill,

-

At dn;'levelf such references to implicit knowledge might be considered -to ./

listener's
4
] - s . - ) .

. perspective. However, as analyses of adult speech 1qd1cates, assumptions of
' ' |

shared knowledge. are not only common but necessary among mature language users.

Thus these childxen's references to implicit knowledge might be interpreted

. e = .

as 1ndic§ﬁing a realistic understanding of discourse constraints gs readily

. a1

-

‘

as they might be;inﬁérﬁreted as reflecting egocentrism, <
vy, ¢
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What is particularly striking in all these cases of implicit contrast . ,
y

is that tHe element introduced by buf contrasts with the "normal" state of

-

affairs. qu normai state remains impliqit, and it is the‘departure from

the normal ‘that is signalled by byt and made expiicit. These utterances are

f 5 .
" therefore interesting both because they reflect children's assumptions of

Py

what knowledge is likely to be shared, and because they indicate the speakers'

’

"awareness of alternative pathways in behavior and the relative likelihood of

. .
these different pathways actually occurring For example, it is optional B

\7-‘
o whether or not to wear a coa: outside in cold weather,'but the choice of not
. wearing it is exercised opiy in exceptiongl circumstances.
. . :;(, .

~ . ‘:f-l -

. s ] ) ) .

In the gxampleﬁ just discudsed, alternative instantiations,were noted

.

i
in an extremely suptle manner. The data also included a number of instances

L

\ -
in which the exijtence of alternative pathways was made more explicit, These N

. ‘were cases in wﬁich but wasfjsed in conjunction with the terms gﬁén;Lii and ‘
o -
‘ sometimes. Thﬁre were fifteen such.utterances, produceﬂ by seven children

>

ranging from 4{3 to 5;6. Some examples are shown in section 2 of Table’ 3.'

I never cooked them, but I'll try cooking them if
my mommy buys it. (S#20, 4;3). T

Well, I first put on my underpants,'thén my socks, but o
if I'm wearing sandals, I don't put on my socks, (S#43, 5;6).. ~
What'is particularly noteworthy about these utterances 1is that the term 3

but is used to introduce information that contrasts with othér‘ explicitﬁy' ] . .

stated jnformation, and that this contrast is further qualified; in thé :case

2

of qualffications formed with when or if, the.conditidh‘under which the con~ =

trasting situation occurs 'is made explicit; when gometimes is used, the nature
- of the alternative condition is left unspecified.
) ' . . [ W
A . - ¢ .~
[ ' y /)" . o o
; .




* . . . . ‘)"7 = v
® . -fe
'y - t 6 . V
» Since therélis virtually no prior research concerning ‘the development

5 éf~know1édge about alternative patﬁ@ayd wigkin‘eqents, there is no preexisting

interpretative framework into which.these data can be indorporated., -Never-
* theless, these data are extremely prpvacative-in terms of the évidenge they

+ - .

E provide of the séphiqtication of preschoolers’' knowledge about egénts and the

conditions under which events may be reétfuctured, as well as of thqig;ability

-
R

to use language in order to describe 'this complex &vent knoqlgdge. 1N

L4 -

| Y ‘

| The third category of byt-statements consists of cases in which but

\ - . - ] -

i signals the denial of an inference that might possibly be drawn on the basis
‘ i

J/ of the preceding statement. There were 28 such occurrences, produced by 13
l' .. .
subjects rqﬁging from Z;11. to 5;4. Again, exanmples are shown in Table 3,
One examp1g~1s this statement by a child of 4;0. ' ) N
I putted on my green pants and one of my socks is §1ue
‘ @nd one of my socks is brown, but I couldn't find the
other one. (S#15, 4;0). i
. In this example, "But I couldn't find the other OBe" counters a possible
N ] ¢ o '
" inference that the speaker is

wearing mismatched socks by choice. Taking into »

account that a Iistener might draw a faulty inference on the basis of pre=

viously presented information seems te be a much more sophisticated form of

-

. perspective taking than either ashuming shared knowledge or noting an explicit
. contrast) between two alternative pathways that are being ‘mentioned, It isn't
]

necessarily the case that*'these subjects should really be ‘credited with the
. . o : 1

~+ ability to take account of erroneogé inferences that might be drawn from an
/

. utterance they have made, and furthermore, with the ability to counter this®

-
.

faulty 'inference. While this may be an accurate accoﬁnt.of what they are doing,

more parsimonious accounts are possible, The child may be dealing only with

= .

implications that he recognizes himself; rather than with qﬁes that he infers
~ )




-

the listener might be notjcing, or the denial might be hmsed on underlying
3 » * N r .

]
opposed o the exélicit content--of their statements. To my knowledge, this

gm -

knowledge without an intervening step of recognizing thae the contrast is

directed toward an implication rather than toward bomething that was actually

.
Y

gtated.. .

-

N

A choice among these different accounts {7 not possible on the basis‘bf

R

these data. What is clear howé?er is that whethgf_or not they did so con-
N i - . . . (’—’ -
sciously, these preschodlers displayed an awareneds of the implications--as
o , )

is the first evidence to suggest that preschoolers may be éensitivefto-fhe

. > .
implications of thefr own utterances. If it could-be asseseed with more

t 3

certainty, the emergence of such sensitivity would be an 1mpor§ant milestone
5 -

at the intersection of several areas of intergst to dgyelopmental psychologis%i,
including the deVélopment of logical .competence, of disgeurse skiIls, and of

peyspectiGeftaking abilities. ’ /ﬁ

} .

»

In six cases, but signalled an explicit contradiction, or self-correction.

These statements were made by five subjects.ranging from 3;10 ‘to 3;4, and
3 | '

several are shown in section &4 of Table 3, .In five oi,ghé six cases, the
. . . K
speaker denied knowing anything else about' tle éopig of-&;scourse, then intro-
‘ duced more m_formatio?, as ifn the following reﬂy to the question of vhether W.i

the child can provided4more fhformatiqn'abgu$ birthday parties: '

ﬁh-uh. But you can bring lots °f’:!9“ can eat and '

have lots of candy. (S#38, 534). -

The use of byt to conjoin the deél;l‘ggéy anything'else 1s known with

the provision of ;aditional information fndigates an awareness that the addi- .

“tional information violatgs the expectation set uﬁzbf‘thé initial denial,

Here, in contrast' to the pfevioué1iategbriés,,fhe ase Yof but seems to be .
.. o . « -

.

-~

’ -
- " L
' 9 -
. N ! \J
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directed toward discourse constraints--don't say you are finished until you

are~--rather’ than toward the actual discoursé content. . .

. A . P;

-
. -

\

The final category of appropriate productions also consists of cases

in which the pyt-statements are directed toward discourse éoﬁstraints. There:

1

] is a general rule of ‘discourse” to the effeet that when describing activities
™ e ) . .
that have a sequential order, the order of mention should ordinarily be

) ,ytongruent with the order of'occurreﬁte‘(e.g., "I eat and go Pome"' has a dif-

ferent meaning than "I go home' and eat'"). In reporting a series of events,
! v

- A
a speaker may of course "err" and omit an evert from its correct position in

a sequence., It 1§ not appropriate for him to simply mention the event at the ‘

e - ! s
time the omission is qpticed; he must somehow indicate where this event fits

into the tem;%raf structure of his description. “An egagpie of such a temporal

repair is the following statement by a child of 4;7:
. . ., - ' .
Make the dough. And then you put it in the oven., But
before you put-it in the oven, you make the cookie
shapes, and then you put it in the oven. (S#24, 4;7).
b -

S~ E]

/ ' The protocols contained six such temporal ‘repairs that were introduced
) by but. These were produced by four subjects from 2;11 to 5;4.- As in the
case of explicit contradictions, it seems'that the use of byt to introduce

- temporal repairs is a signal that the upcoming information might be unexpected

’ because it violates a rule of discourse. i ) t‘

* ) ; C “—
L4 e o
~o The final cdtegory of byt-statements consists of the uninterpretable

uttenmances, some examples of which are shown in the last section of,Taple 3.

+There were fifteen of these, produced by ten subjects ranging in age %rom

¢ * .

‘ /
- 3;5 to 5;5. Only three of these ten subjects produced only uninterpretable

but-statements. In light of Kail's research, it is important to note that
. 3

- | ALY 10 .
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these hninterpretable occhrrencgs were neither cases-in which but-was used: . :\\~/
. gs‘if it meant gﬂgrnor cases in which it introduced a gtateﬁ;né that ponfirm;d . .
o rather thaq denleq én 1mplication'of a prior proposition, Im all cases, it -

S ' '
- seemed that byt was being used to express an adversative relationship. What
;T . .

by

. ‘maae the utterances uninterpretable was the absence'of information that would
clarify what the statement introduced by but was being set in opposition to.1
B -~

Such utterances might accurately be described as "egocentric." N

“ . L M ’ . ) 1

. . Before discussi'pg these data further, it is necessary to say a few v
- ? -

-
"

X T things gbout the classification system just described. It was derived on the -

£24

basis-of a relatively small sample of data; it does not exhaustively ﬁeécriﬁe
the types of adversative relat}qpships that can be expressed with Qg; (for
examp}a, it does not include but used to express the contrast signaflé%_sy
;he Gergah term sondern, a specialized.meaning‘discussed by Kail & Weissenborn,
© 1980), and 1is probably-not"the only classification sggpém that could describe ., -

*these data. Rather than being intended as a theoretical statement about thé.,

. L] ~ - *

types of relationships that can be expressed by byt, this classification sys-
<tem, is meant to be a fynctional means of categofizing the utterances in order

. L4
to capture the types of contrasts to’which preschoolers ate sensitive. o~ -

Ttise qualifications aside, what conclusions can be derived from the
ways in which the preschoolexs used the word but? They were able to use but
- il i . L 3 »

to express @ number of Jifferent types of adversative relatienships. {nuﬁ ’
\ = . Py - i -

introduced clauses containing informationsthat (1) contrasted with shared -

knowledge about the usual state of affairs; (2) described ,a condition under

A 1

1Peter Salus suggested that these "uninterpretable' statements might be.cases

in which byt was used to mean glthough. This Unterpretatioh would ,not cover
. all of our subjects' uninterpretable byt-statements, but does cover some,
~.- - and is very interesting since glthough is also an adversative term, having

‘only a slightly different meaning than but. . o .




) [ - -10- h Vd , - A -

. . \ .
, which the situation described in the preceding clause did not hold; (3) denied

.and -adjustment to discourse conventions. I would certainly-not claim that the ) .

that the next statement may be somewhat unexpected. Braine's (1978) claim C

N .
an inference that might be drawn on the basis of the preceding statement; (4)

-

,explicitly contradicted a prior statement; and (5) introduced a temporal repair. -

. - ' \
The cognitive prerequisites that could be assumed to-underlig apd moti-
vate each of these types of hu;-statements were also discussed. Stétements .

contaihed in categories 1 and 2 1nd1cgte knowlque of optional pathways in A .
, \

the 1nstant1atiop of an event. Statements contained in category three 1ndij ¥

- s ~ . -
- N

eate at least an emerging ability to recognize the implications of one'gjown

statements, and possibly to ‘take the listener's perspective and make inferences

AN - »

‘ aboui her ‘inferences. Statements in categoxies 4 and 5 indicate knowledge of

L4
- ’

. ' .
preschoolers were conscious that they were expxessing these differdht types of

!.

contraits, but this hatdly seems to’be a central issue since/adult speakers

are also ordinérily unaware of the complex cognitive structures that govern

y . .-
. 5 ) " ‘ *
The subjects' productions were divided into categories and digcussed

their digcoutse.

on the basis of whether the ¢ontrast signalled by but was directed toward the e

"text''of the statement, or toward the-discourse process per ge. ,From another
. A :
perspective, however, all occurrences of hut can be considered to be comments

on the discourse process, since the word serves‘as a signal to the listener - : P

Y . - PR

¢ .

that the pragmatic function of but is to countermand listener expectaﬂcies 1

would be in accord tith a functional definition of but which.conceived of thid .

wbrd as a sort of "stage direction" telling the listener to "expect the un- oo 5

expected." L ' . . .

' . Pl

\ . . . R ) .
Very little is known either about very young children's und%;standing

t ' ,
of .discourse conventiogs or about their ahility to adjust their speech in r

. | /. ' * ~ ‘ .(
J | ';12 | | |
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T , : o M ? o L
th such «conventions. This preliminary consideration of the young
e o

of byt indicates a somewhat surprising level of sophistication

S ip both domaingy, as well a;‘;govid: ihformation about the types of con-
¢ trd?is thntignﬁ altent to prgschoolers., Such information about the wtruc->.

¢ N [y ) : “:-’::' . - ) a
ture :f the#r world knowledge and about their senbitivity to the implications . p

4
.

gf their.dwp statements and to discourse conventions is extremely difffcult .

* -

/ ‘ ) ‘ . .
-to obtain through more direct measures, and while these preliminary data do

’ .

. not provide definitive answers concerning éhese abilities, ‘he eviderice ' that

- & ) . . .
the abilitieg do-exist can provide the basis and motivation for future in-

.

- - ’ s
yestigations. . ¢ e ‘
2 ) - t’
- 4 \
]
. D $
» ' ¥ ;ot -~
"‘N . . . . " Py
- ~ K_’v\‘ - . -
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Byt of wuue preachoolers understand the meaning of but!

-~

pen
pen
pen

Table 1

L3

18 new, but it writes poorly.
is new, but it writes well.
18 red, but it writes well.

*
Table 2

L

Lucia French

Pemtaqeofmtmasaftncumofmte_ncetypadage

1t writes poorly.

o
. 63.3%
)

<« 95.4%

Sentences such as:_

The pen 1s new, but The pen is new, but The pen is
1t writes .

91.6%
61.6%
N
18.1%

it writes well.

s

61.6%
358

¢

5.5

lo.5%

a

»

but

* Adapted from M. Ka1l, Etule Genetique des presupposes de certains morphemes

gramraticaux
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Sectaon 1.

.

But used to introduce informatidn that contrasts with implicit, shared

d

.

|

k.rbwled;e

l’Youwalk fast,hnymantputynﬁ’mahson 'cause you need to hurry.
2.

3.

1. I ncver cooked them, hxtllltrywd:unﬂuni@vwmwmt[

2.

Un exenple-

Table 3

.

Go outside quietly, but fast...:

!qoctﬁmuzs‘t;lit’httldm'twk.

Mas Approches du langage, 1980

‘. Classification system for but-statements

st 36, 5:0

But used with if , when, and sometimds:

.1 do and my

drun there,

59 35; 4:11.

Vv

119, 4:2

si20,

But I don’t tie,my shoes.
s¢ 35,

4;11

1 have to go dowhstairs because my grama‘s slecping \pstalrs. ‘
and daddy. But sometimes they‘re already

A~ .

Table 3 continued .

Sectk;\ ’ continued. .

3.

Section 4:

Sect:\m S:

3
Section 6:
. 1,

2.

3.

. Well, first 1

... noOt mum,hxwmﬁen'-‘azulﬁn,youmew
rush out. . S5¥®, 54

But\nedmlntmdmeammtthatmdifmapmibhmuadm
of the preceeding statement:

Saeftia\dsmover,mtmttoomy. s 20/4:3

Iputtadmllygrempmuuda\eoflymum;e,nofw \
0

socks is brom,\but 1 couldn‘t find the other one. 5S¢ 15, 4;
't know how to, but NOW when 1 °get dressed, I

can put on my B Butlmtriedtoputcnwm and
I can't tae . S019, 4:2 .
But used to signal e:q:licit self-contradiction: '
(Youtoldnealotof zhﬂ!m:binh:hy Mytmnq
else?}) Uh-uh. Butwucm louof,youcmentmd
~have lots of candy. | 54,38, 5:4
mtdoymma:abxmuayw) Nomm;unupcmou
out the candles., S#17, N P
elmuuthq:pauwmyoumw.iu.' No, ‘or not
t I can think of. But you can do samething. milk 4
‘with at. S 39, 5:4 )
Temporal repairs: .

(How do you help your mammy?) Pirst she gots things out she needs.
(First she gets out the things she nesds?) Yesh; she gots sawething
OBt to bake muffins with, h:tﬁmﬂnh.whumtmnqlfcx

- muffine. S#1, 2:11* s

«..blow out the candles. 1 eat cake, but before, of course, I got
to take tham all out. S§ 17, 4;1

You milhe the dough, eat thom, but anly when they're baked. .
5038, 5:4
4

Lhmtc'mtdale but-stataments:

Youputalotofodnr-tuff——flour,mdldmtxupterg}ldnx
it, but a strowberry aadue. sile, 4

mdthznlqet\prenlmaloazly.h:tmthluwuuwgd
thddyareltill slocping, S M, 4:10

I’mmtx\cyfmd,b&that‘lanyouummoﬂe:ty
, S 20, 4:3 -

~
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