DOCUMBAT RESONE -

-

Competence (Languages): Comprehension: Cisccurse

Analysis: Brror Analysis (Language) ;: *language

Acquisition: langnage Research; Language Skills: -
\ Linquistic Competence; *Narration: Preschool
Children: *Time Perspective; Vocabulary Skills

E BED 209 930 & PL 012 645
~ AUTHOR ~ Prench, Luciz A.: Nelson, Katherine
. TITLE Teaporal Knowledge Pxpressed in Preschoolers'
" Descriptions of Familiar Activities.
, INSTITOTION nford Oniv., Calif. Dept. of Linguistics.
PUB DATE 81 : . ’
- - NoTR 12p.: In its Papers and Reports on Child Llanguage
; ) Developaent, Nuaber 2J, p61-69, Nov 1981.
 EDRS PRICE MPO1/PCO1 Plus Postage. ) ’ :
3 DESCRIPTORS *Child Language: Cognitive Development; Comamunicative
3
|

ABSTRACT ’ .

\ Porty-three children, 2:11 to 5:6, described six
faniliar activities: making cookies, going to the grocery, baving a
birthday party, going to a restaurant, getting dressed, and having a
fire drill. Thei described each event three times. The descriptions

T Ty A T e

vere elicited by initially asking “wWhat happens when...?" or "Rhat do R
you 40 vhen...?® and then providing non-directive probes such as "Can
you tell ne more?" and "Anything else?" Reviews of the childrem's
descripticns indicate that the request for description of events N
divorced from the immediate context elicits a sophistication in
teaporal structure and relational vocabulary that is often not
accessed in either experimental or free-play settings with
preschoolers. Perforaance in such settings can considerably expand
what is known about pruoschoolers' cognitive and lirguistic abilities.
The baseline competency demonstrated in these settings cap provide
the foundation for more controlled research-that atteagts to
establish how experimentally based competency gradually develops into
the more abstract, decontextualized knowledge that characterizes
adults' understanding of relational terms. (Author/JK)

-~ . —d

(- .

BRSERRERRRRRERRRARKERRRRRRRRRRRRR R ARRARRRERRE R R RERRRRRRB R KR ERE K ER LR BN

* ' Reproductions supplied by BDRS are the best that can be made '

» fros the original document. .
SRR RRRR RN RRERRERAREREERERRE ARRERER R RRE R EERERRE RS SRER . RIRRR SRR RN

[N




I A

i
. O ,
NN
O
i (& a8 .
t < TEMPORAL KNOWLEDGE EXPRESSED IN PRESCHOOLERS'
]
- O\
; o DESCRIPTIONS OF FAMILIAR ACTIVITIES
Wt
Lucia A, French
’ \
/ Katherine Nelson
I .
i . » from 4
s \—\
PAPERS AND REPORTS ON CHILD LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT
Number Twenty
November 1981
. ’
- U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
N MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY - EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
/ CENTER (ERIC) dced
s document has been reproduc s
Stanford univ' ;r::ew,d from the persor orwomamzmon
Dept, of Linguistics :xrxﬁ;.m“ounmmuommw'

reproduction qualty

® Points of view of Opinions stated in this docy
ment do not hecessanty represent officisl NIE
position of pohcy

TO THE EJUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMA"'ION CENTER (ERIC).".

(C) 1981 by The.Board of Trustees of the Leland Stanford Junior University

All kights Reserved

\ FL 012 645

‘Printed in the Unj*ed States of America



. " prCLD #20 (1981)

BN
i &
‘ 23

-

- \
Temporal Knowledge Expressed in Preschoolers'
Descriptions of Familiar Activities

Luc’'a A. French and Katherine Nelson
City Univergity of New York
- Forty-three children, 2311 to 5;6, described six familia*
activities: making cookies, gping to the grocery, having a birth- -
day party, going to a restaurant, getting dressed; and having a

were elicitied by initially asking "What happens when...?" or "Whet -
do you do when...?" and then providing non-directive probes such

as "Can you tell me more?" and "Anything else?"” Table 1 shows
examples of the protocols obtained using this procedure.

That children as young as three can give such descriptions
at all conflicts with the common assumption that preschoolers' ‘
speech is constrained by the immediate context. Given the pervasive
assumption that preschoolers experience difficulty in generalizationm,
it is also somewhat surprising that the subjects tended to talk about
"what happens" in general rather than about “what happened on a
particular occasion." In this regard, it is particularly notewor-
* thy that even the youpgest subjects' descriptions 4are timeless.
That is, events were not referenced in terms of a particular moment
" in time. Subjects were far more.likely to say something like "You
eat cake at birthday parties" than to say "I ate cake at my last
party." Although in accord with the generalized nature of the
accounts, such timeless statements are of particular interest
—~————___ since an analysis of the temporal speech used by Adam and Sarah in
free-play settings found that timeless speech did not eppear until
about age four (Cromer, 1968). Both Cromer (1968) and McNeill
(1979) interpreted the relatively late appearance of timeless speech
in terms of immature cognitive level limiting grammatical de-
velopment, and argued that it is not until about four that the
child attains a level of cognitive development that permits the
decentration necessary for timeless expression. Our data indi--
cate that children control this form of expression, and therefore
must have whatever cognitive abilities underlie it, at least as
., early as their third birthday. It appears that different discourse
settings are differentially effective in tapping particular com- .,
petencies; whereas there may be little need to use timeless speech
in play settings, such speech is highly appropriate and even ne-
cessary in the context of describing routine activities. This is
the only case we know of in which increasing the abstractness of
task demands has resulted in lowering the age at which competency
in a particular domsin can be demonstrated! )

~

* vt ' .

The six l@i&4lti¢o all possess some degree of inherent tem-
poral structure, and the assumption that children are fawiliar with
the activities suggests that they might also unde#stand and express
their temporal organization. This expectstion conflicts with prior
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fire drill. They described each event three times. The descriptions



v TABLE |~

Sample Protocols

s

(Do you meks cookies with your momsy somitimes? What do
you do1) | heip her. (You help har make them? How do
you do that?) My momey says ('m & good helper. (Mow do .
you help your sommy?) First she gots the things out she
pesds. (First she gets out the things she needs?) Yesh.
She gots samething out to bake wuffins with., But first
she has to buy -~ things for muffins.

(Tell me what you do at a restaursnt.) You drink and you
eat. (Anything eise you can think 67 You sat and you
drink...) == S shakes head 'no' --.

(What do you do when you have & fire drill at scho{l'l)
You run outside. (Run outside?) And go to another
bullding. (Um-hum. And what eise do you do? Anything
erse?) Coms back.

(What heppens when you get dreisud in the morning?)

You go outside and play. (Un-huh. Can you tell me

sbout getting dressed?) When you get dressed in your
short-sliesved shirt and you don't put so™ething on that
has a long-sizeved part, then you get coid. (What

ealse can you tell me about getting dressed in the morning?
You fish. | have two swisming pools, but one of them
broke and | bought & new one.

Well, when you have a birthday, ya get up early In the
morning, get dressed, and you go to the birthday party,
and um, you--and you get a hat at the birthday party,
snd you plav games, and when the cake’s ready, you sit
down and you get a plecs and you Jat It up, and then
when it's «ims to go, you gol

(Can you'tell me sbout 9o0ing to the grocery store?)
Yes, I1t'11 be about when | go to Pathmark. |, my, when
| first arrive | go get a toy from a machine, then | g2
looking around at toys and every Item, 1| look at, |
look for my sother then |, sometimes | buy an extra
toy, | did the one time | went to Pathmark, and also,
®y mother and father do all the other work .

sh, 2;1)

si8, 3;7
N, &

N7, &)

sh2k, &;7

shz2k, &7

Sk, &;7
$125, 4;7

s138, S;ir

sI38, 5;4

$#38, 5.4
Sth1, 5:6

TABLE 2

Temporal Repalrs

*She gots something ou.l to bake muffins with. But first she
has to buy some things ‘for muffins.

When | finish, | go to slaep. Eat the green part (Vcing) first.

You know what ! do Is, | Just blow off the candles and eat it.
And before ' eat it, | just take out all the candles.

*Nothing but 'cept blow out the candle.. ! sat cake, but before
of course, | got to take them all out.

*Make the dough. And then you put It In the oven. But befory you
put It In the oven, you make the cookie shapes and t'en you put
it in the oven. And then when the bail rings, you take Out the
cookiss.

*j---1 don't remember. Il---put on the clothes | wanna wear. And
I, but before that | watch my favorite program, Captain Kangsroo.
That's all | do.

And um, the person wlil open it. And teke off, toke off the
ribbon before they open it, and they'll find out what's inside.

Sit down, and aat, eat supper. Pay, go home. First, buy e plece
of cake and then go homs. Go to bad. And then go to sieep.

Mix dough. And then you pop it In the oven, Ilke Patty Ceke, Patty
Cake, (etc.). You get the dough, pop It In the oven, and first you
roll it, then you pop it In the oven. Wo, | mean, first cookle,
first make the dough, fletten it, and then put the cookie cutters
out and then press them dawn...

*You--you can--you sit down and eat ice cream, but first what you

do is really play and then eat ice cream and cake. And then you
90 home. .

*You make the dough, eat them, but only whean thsy're baked.

You go outside and 90 down the sislrcase fast snd don't talk, and
then go outside, elther down the fire escape or down the front hall.
Or--or--and go outside and wait for the firemsn, and, and first

you try the fire extinguishers. First you have to get all the fire
extinguishars out and bring 'em out, right? Because, so you can
get It from outside.

* These repairs are introduced by but, an adversative connective
Indicating that what follows might not be expscted on the basis
of what preceded. It is highly appropriate in this context since
it is ordinarily unexpected that discourse '‘goes dackwards.'
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1iterature hovever. Piaget (1971/1927) has claimed that preopera—
tional children are incapable of constructing temporal sequences
because such construction depeands upon reversible operations.
Similarly, Praisse (1963) has claimed that the young child has
difficulty with sequencing because "the memories of young children
are completely jumbled up, for they have not learned to recon=
struct their past... (p.254)." Although Brown (1975) found that
preschoolers were able to recognize and reconstruct previously
seen temporal sequences, the same children were unable to recall
those sequences, suggesting that difficulty in complying with the
demands of an expository task might mask underlying sensitivity

to temporal relationships.

Thus there were several reasons to suspect that our sub-
jects might randomly order the events counstituting the activitie.
they described. This was not the case. Younger subjjéts-nwntioned
fewer events than older subjects, which alliowed less dpportunity
for the imposition of temporal structure, and the activities
varied in terms of degree of temporal structure. Reading through
the protocols, it was clear that within these constraints, virtu-
ally all the subjerts were sensitive to temporal structure. To
substantiate this impression, the temporal ordering of events re-
ported by subject.s the second time they described going to a re-
staurant was considered closely. In this subsample of the data,
621 of the subjects gave responses that included at least two
events having an invariant "real-world" order. The correct se-
quence of ordered events was violated in only three cases; in these
cases the misordered event was reported twice, first in an incorrect
and then in the correct position. For example, one subject said
"You just sit, you come in and sit down." In these cases of dual
mention, it seems clear that subjects vere aware of the correct
sequence and were making non-explicit corrections of their errors.
In contrast to these three "errors" there were 83 cases, consis-
ting of 109 events, in which event ‘pairs baving a "real world" .
{nvariant order were correctly sequenced. The probability of this
occurring by chance is miniscule and the data offer clear evidence
that subjects were sensitive to the temporsl-structure of the ac-
viyities. We alsc looked at the other protocols of subjects not
showing sensitivity to tenporal invariants in their restaurant
time-two descriptions, and found that 41 of the 43 subjects showed

_ sensitivity to temporal invariants in at least some of their de-

scriptions. All protocols of the subjects were scrutinized for
evidence of violations of temporal invariants; there were v:ry few
of these and most were implicitly corrected as in the example given
sbove, or were expressions such as "I put on wy shoes and socks',

a logically rewersed but conventional ordering. The final question
addressed within this subsample of the data concerned the manner

4n which subjects indicated temporal sequence. The term and vas
the most frequent means of linkage; and then and then were also
common, as vas simple juxtaposition without & 1inguistic link.
Other means of linkage included vhem, if, so, after, and first,

all meed appropriately. In short, preschoolers are not only
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capable of expressing temporal sequence, but also control a variety
of ways of doing so.

- Two protocols will provide the general flavor of these .
data. The first is by the youngest subject (3;1) whose description
included temporal structure: "Well, you eat and then go somewhere."
The other protocol, produced by a child 4;7, contains the most
elsborated temporal structure in the subsample of data; nine eventq
are mentioned, of which eight were judged to be temporal invariants"
and one to be an implicitly corrected reversal.
(Tell me what you do at a restaurant.) You just sit,
. you come in and sit down. And a waiter comes along.
\\ And just, and you order your food. (So you order your
| : food. What else happens?) And then the waiter comes
back with your food and you eat it. (OK, you eat your
food and what else happens?) -- No reply -- (Anything
else?) You pay and then you go out.

-

At one level, these data are extremely mundane, and, in
large quantity, also cxtremely boring! But at another level, appre-
ciated only in the context of prior research and speculation con-
cerning preschoolers' sensitivity to temporal relationships, they
-are very exciting and require that we reconceptualize our notions
of the development of temporal knowledge. It is particularly note-
worthy that the data were obtained in the context of an expository
task and in the absence of the sorts of external prompts used in
previous studies. It appears that preschoolers are able to ab-
stract temporal sequences on the basis of peysonally experienced
evernts, to represent such sequences interhally, and to reconstruct
them on demand. Both the ease with which their knowledge of the
temporal structure of familiar activities may be accessed and the
fact that they have acquired a variety of means for expressing
succession would seem to indicate the psychological reality that
temporal relationships assume for the young child. All these points
argue agsinst earlier clajms that the reconstruction of temporal
succession is necessarily beyond the competency of fhe preoperational
child. '

scriptions that is particularly interesting in relation te Piagetian
theory concerns the rule of discourse specifying that the order of
mention of a series of events should ordinarily be congruent with
their order of occurrence. In reporting a series, a speaker may
"error" and omit an event from its correct position in a sequence.
Since it is not appropriate to simply mention the event at the time
the omission is noted, the speaker must somehow indicate where this
event fits into the temporal structure of his description. Earlier
ve sentioned some "implicit" temporal repairs; here our conzern is
with explicit temporal repairs. Examples of these are given in Table
2. Such repairs are extremely important because there appears to be

6~

. One other aspect of the tenporhl structure of thé de-
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no vay of accounting for them other than to assume that the speaker
has an internal representation of the temporal sequence and is able
to move bi-directionally within that sequence. Taken together,
these two sbilities seem to meet the requirements for temporal re-
versibility estiblished by Piaget (1971/1927) and Ferreiro and Sin-
clair (1971), and theréfore would not be expected to be within
children's competence until the onset of concrete operations at
about age seven. . : - .

There is no evidence thit the subjects responsible for

these temporal repairs vere extraordinarily precocious, and we seri-
- ously doubt that they would have shown reversibility on either
classic conservation tasks or on the psycholinguistic tasks Ferreiro
and Sinclair (1971) used to assess temporal reversibility. Never-
theless, the question remains of what to make of the fact that
these very young children are apparently capable of constructing

an internal representation of temporal order and moving backwards
and forvards within it. While thesdata indicate that the ability
to represent and move bi-directionally within a temporal sequencCe
exists at a much younger age than has been demonstrated in previous
research, it seems very likely, since it has remained undetected
for so long, that such competency is highly domain specific. That
1s, it may initially be limited to personally experienced, familiar
events, and not readily transfered to unfamiliar, experimenter-
iaposed stimuli. Another way of saying this is that

the temporal reversibility these subjects exhibited may be experi-
entially rather than logically determined. Such abilities would
presumably be a necessary precursor of, but not identical with,
reversibility as defined in the Piagetian tradition.

Thus far, our focus has been at a macro-level, on the
overall temporal structure of the descriptions; the remaining dis-
cussion will focus at a more micro-level, on particular vocabulary
items. The children used a number of terms whose function is almost
exclusively to express temporal relationships, such as first, then,
before, after, and vhen. They also used other connectives such as
3£, because, and so whose meanings include a temporal component.

. Since a great deal of empirical work has addressed pre-
schoolers' comprehension of before and after, it is interesting to
consider how these terms were used. Sentences containing before
or after may take four different surface forms to express the same
temporal relationship. These different forms, illustrated in Table
. 3, are determined by which tera 1s used and vhether thé order of
" mention of the two clauses preserves or violates the actual order of
occurrence of the events. All four forms appeared in the protocols,
but as Table 4 shows, the frequency of occurrence was rather skewed.

.-
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TADLE 3 TABLE & ]
Four Types of Before/After Sentences Frequency of Sentence Types 1
: ' Safore After Sefore After
Preserve X before Y After X, ¥ Preserve 3 19 ) I
Violate * Sefore Y, x Y after x Violate L] L]
L \‘ |
b
> Does this differential frequency reflect something like
o "ease of acquisition" of the various fotns, or is there some other

way of accounting for this pattern? Although these terms enable
; circumvention of the.rule that order of mention should reflect
| . order of occurrence, it appears that within the context of de- &
scribing event'sequences, this rule is'generally followed even
when these terms are used. This accounts for the greater fre-
quency of the preserve forms, but does not explain why the after-
preserve form outnumbers the before-preserve form by about six e
to one. This can be explained, at least in part, by the fact . ) e
~ that before~ and after-sentences differ in terms of-which event
is subordicated. The first event is subordinated in after-sentences,
and the second event in before~sentences. Within cohesive dis-
course, in contrast to cecontextualized experimental stimuli,:
. it is generally the case that given information is pregsented in
A the subordinate clause'and new information in the main clause.
Since subjects' reports ordinarily followed the order of occur-
rence, & prior event was more likely to be "given" than a subse-
quent.event, and therefore after-preserve sentences tended to be -
» more appropriate than before-preserve sentences. C(onsilderation
of sentence content showed that the subordinate clause of seven-
teen of the nineteen after~preserve sentences contained previously
santioned informstion. The occasional uses of the other sentence °
forms likewise occurred in contexts in which they were most ap-
propriate given constraints determined by which event was more
appropriately-subordinated; for example, all before-violate
- sentences involved temporal repairs, as in "The person will open :
it, and take off the ribbon before they open it, and they'll
find out what's inside."

4__—

This consideration of the differences in the frequency
and context of occurrence of the four surface forms for expressing
the same temporal relationship indicates that these forms are not
functionally equivalent for the preschoole:, just as they are not s
for the adult. The greater frequency of the after-preserve form
caunot be taken as indicating that this is the best known or easi-

g est form for these subjects. Rather, it secms more likely that
- it 1is most frequently the most appropriate means of expressing

Q ~—
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the intended meaning in the discourse setting in which these data
were collected. In total, nineteen of the 43 subjects, ranging .
in age from 3;1 to 5;6, used before or after or both appropriately.
Except for one insppropriate use by a twentieth subject, subjects
did not misuse before to mean after or vice versa, and the;terms
were alwayy used to re;atg lequentially ordered rather than simul-’
taneously occurring events. The competency exhibited in the’
spontaneous productions of -these terms contrasts sharply with

' the poor coqarohonsion.of the terms which preschoolers have ex-
hibited in a pumber of prior studies. We will speculate on- why
this might be the case after outlining some parallel discrepan-
cies between accurate use of the terms because, 8o, and if in our
data and demonstrations in other studies that preschoolers do

not comprehend these terms. ’

Because, @0 and if relate antecedent and consequent
clauses. They have a contingency conpoyznt {n ;hat the events
in- the two clauses must be meaningfully related to one ardther.
They also have an crder component in that it matters which clause
is introduced by the relational term. Because and if must intro-
© duce sutecedent clauses and 80 must introduce consequent clafises.
“Emerson (1979; 1980) has explored ch%ld!;ep'l comprehension o
sentences containing because and if 'using a grammaticality
judgment paradigm and found that, sensitivity to the contingency °
component did not develop until about age five, and sensitivity .
to the.order component did not develop until about age eight.
These findings suggést that preschookers' spontaneous productions
of sentences ctontaining these terms might contain contingent
clauses, but that the terms would introduce the appropriate clause
wvith approximately chance frequéncy. Again, this prediction
vhich would be made on the basis of earlier research was not sup-
ported. Leaving aside "false starts", that is, cases in which
subjects failed to complete sentence fragments, because was -~ '
used in 16 cases and 1if in 44 cases. So was used in a causal
context 19 times., Subjects using these terms ranged from 3;9
to 5;6 and made no erroxs with éither the contingency or order
components of these connectives. While this finding confli€ts
with the predicticns which might be made on the bns of Emersen'‘s
data, it is in accord with other studies that have Considered
preschoolers' spontaneous productions of causal .terms (Hood &
Bloom, 1979; Eisenberg, 1980). <
Why should preschoolers use various relational terms
competently in their own speech but appear incompetent when placed
in lsboratory experiments designed to tap comprehension of thesd
same terms? PFinding the answer, or ansvers, to this question
is crucial both for understanding the early acquisitiou of logical
avarensss and for methodological reagons. In terms of methodolo-
£y, it sesms very likely Lhat experimenters are not mpasuring
v ' . J -
.4, g "
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what they intend to measure if they find preschoolers to be

* incompetent in areas in which more naturalistic measures show them

to be quite competent. We are currently carrying out experiments
that we hope will enable us to account for the disparity between
the levels of understanding of relational terms that preschoolers
demonstrate in their spontaneous speech and in experimental assess-
ments of comprehension. While we have no definitive answers yet,
there zre several factors that we feel may be conctributing to

the differences in competency demonstrated in the two contexts.

First, it is possible that.preschoolers either fail to
understand or fail to accept the task demands posed in experimental
settings (Gelman, 1978; DeLoache, 1981). In either case, their
pecformance will provide a poor reflection of "their underlying
competence. Second, it is possible that some expérimental para-
digms, particularly grammaticality judgment paradigms, actually
test metalinguistic skills rather than simply comprehension of
particular connectives. The ability to evaluate language, that is,
to treat'it as an "object of knowing" must ievelop later than sim-
ply "knowing" language. Third, it is possible, as Kuczaj and Daly
(1979) have suggested in a gsomeuhat different context, that pre-
schoolers have more difficulty in decoding someone else's pre-
suppositional framework than in expressing their own. Finally,
it is possible that initially the comprehension and produccion
of relational terms is only possible when the relariomship i is
already understood. That is, perhaps relational terms can

~ be used to express what is already known considerably earlier

than they can he understood as being abstract terms which estab-
lish a relationship. If true, this would account for both the
apparent ease with which preschoolers use relational terms in
their own speech and the difficulty they experience Vhen their
understanding of these terms is assessed in experimental settings.

. Some recently collected data (Carni & French, in preparation)
‘are in accord with this latter possibility.

In summary, we have found that the request for descrip-
tions of events divorced from the immediate context elicits a
sophistication -in temporal structure and relational vocabulary
that is often not accessed in either experimental or free-play
settings with preschoolers. It appears that performance 'in such
a setting can considerably expand what we know about preschoolers'
cognitive and linguistic abilities. In addition, the baseline
competency demonstrated in such settings can provide the founda-
tion for more controlled research that attempte to establish

" how such experientially based competency gradually develops into

the more sbstract, decontextualized knowledge that characterizes
adults' understanding of relational terms. .
’ /
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