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The Transition from Gestural to Linguistic Communication: Social Variations -

in a Mestiza Population

Patricia Goldring Zukow University of Southern California

. .

b
Most child-language research is based upon duta collected from

families with a high levél of formal educat'ion living in yrban settings

in Western nations. Data from Third-World children living in rural

.

settings and/or from families with little formal education are severely
under-represented. The theories that arise from these limit.ed data are

implicitly, 1if not explicitly, ethnocentric. This study, an. intra~

AN

cultural comparison among a Mestiza population ‘in Centr‘al Mexico, was

-

~ .
designed to provid.e a more representative data-base for investigating '

the universal and culture-gpecific aspects of the transition from serzsori-

motor to linguistic comunication during the one-word period. L

Earlier work in the U.S. (Zukow, Reilly, and Greenfield 1982) with
Jud)‘ Reilly and Patricia Greenfield suggested that the interactive style

of middle—class caregivers contributed significantly to this transition.

.

\ In that work., we asked the following question: How do children who are

]

_yable to communicate successfully in sensorimotor interaction acquire the

.

ability to transact a successful linguistic communication? To study this

4 a

transition, we selected what 1is undoubtedly the ‘most basi¢ and well-

established inter‘active routine in the.se infants gsensor imotor

- ¥

r\pertoire, the adgii:-—initiaﬂ__ed offer. Qur hypothesis was that a ‘mother

»

could utilize this 'well—understood interas.tive context to help her baby
prdgress to the com’prehension of offers prgeented on a pur;ely linguistic

'level; The specific focus of our research was to examine how the

ot
N

careg:Wer w%rks to provide a shared context that is sensitiye to the
\ . ) .

child'e abilities at different points in the developmental process.
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! Very briefly we found that early in the one-word period nessages
were usually enﬁtted entirely on the seneorinotor level. That is, all
. elements of the sensorimotor structure were tangibly presenf. For
exanple, when a caregiver made ao offer she got the cﬂild's httention
and proffered an ohdect such as aw apple, by extending it touard
her child in her upturned palm. During the middle level, caregivers

often presented-mességes simultaneously on the sensorimotor and

linguistic levels, providing a sensorimotor trgnolation of the verbal

utterance. For indtance, the caregiver night Q:Z/ "Do_you want the
apple?".while extending her upturned pala with apple in hand toward her
child, If senaorinotor elegents were missing and the child did not
initially'compreﬁ%nd the offer, the caregiver often made them available
‘to fecilitace the cbild's eventually successful comprehension of the

interaction. In sone cages, -the apple uight simply be on the table when

the caregiver said "Do you want ‘the apple?". 1f the child didn t respond'

the caregiver. might confirm that the child was attending and then add the

nissing gestural conponent by proferring the apple. When inforuation

was not supplied on the sensorimotor.level, the childrenrware unlikely

to comprehend the messagdb.. Finally, at the third level, nany nese;ges (
vere conprehenied by the chiidren oven.tbough seasorinotor’aupport for the

»linguistic melnages decreased. That is, on some occasious the caregiver

-could be comprehended when she spid "Do you uant an apple?" or "Do you

uant to throw the bell?" vith little- contextual support available.

-

Apparently, the child was ntz dpnger linited to the infomt:ion
provided by’ the immediate situation but could bring her/his own knowledge
of the world to bear upon the interprotation of ongoing events. Ou} '
work supports the notion that the cindltaneous presentation of nonverbal

and verbal mecsegec at the middle level of the one~word period provides

. .
- , .
. .
. .
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a means for the child to crack the l}inguistic code.

In the present stpdy measures were taken to éffpctiveiy deal with
séveral profound meghodological prbblems be;etting cross—qplturai research,
including the problem of stimulus (ys functional) equivalence as ig is
called in psychology (Mischel,'l977; or the emic-etic problem as it is

called in anthropology (Malpas, 1977) .and the issue of ecological

,validity. The problem of stimulus (vs functional) equivalence can be '

resolved by operationalizing abstract inheractiona% concépts in a
culturally m;aninéful way. In this cése, to insist upon stimulus eqpiva;
ence,‘offering, would maye an analyis impossible since this appears to

be a rare event in'the less educated sample. Rather than analy?ing
‘offers; to epgage in activities with object; and/or pefsons,VI collected

[ ) CoL . .
instances in’ which children were urged to interact”with objects and/or

peisons. These were often Imperative sequences which oécurred among all
. ¥ .
caregiver child pairs.. To meet the cr‘i:t‘E{ia for ecologically valid

Hood, & Mc Dermott, 1978; Bronfenbrenner, 1976), the data
‘@mv-\

LN

. ) \
st 'of tldeotapes of naturally occurring events, ordinary everyday

activities in the home. Further, thq_analytic method depends upon and

»

agrees with the c0pafticipants' interpretation’ of events
chg '

! » .-

»

Selection of the caregiver sample..Slnce oné of the objectives of

this study was to investigate the environmental causes of grdup

differences, the caregiver population varied according to degree of.
)
urbanizat ion (urban/rural) and level of"educatioq (brofeésional training/

.

N i
less than four years of primary schooling). To control for linguage,

~

- race and culture, all caregivers came from the traditional Mestiza culture.

. ’ i ) . P
The sample included 7 caregiver—hild pairs in a major urban setting (2
. !
with professional training, 5 with primary school) plus }0 pairs in a

rural setting (2 with semi-professional training, 8 with primary school).

. Y
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~Selectioh of the children. The children were selected on the' basis

of observations that confirmed they had attained an appropriate level of
¢

semantic development as described by Greenfield and Smith (1'976). . the

! » )

productive use of the fol’lowing semantic functions served as/criteria for
ciassification within the three lev'eis: Level I -‘performative ('sayi;g
bye-bye while ywaving bye-bye), indicative object (pointing at a cookie
while sa.ying cookie), and volitional object (whining and reaching for milk’
while saying hilK); Level II - agent,object, and action/sfate, such as
saying _gw_ﬁ while coming down the stairs; and Level III / object associated
. with another object; object associated with an animate being, and location,
such as saying chair while putting a balk on a chair.,The children were

-

from ];l to 30 months old. . .

Procedure. Caregivers selected interactive settings ‘in which the most J
I . , .

¢
-

communication could be expected. _Not_surprfisingly, these situations ";“

‘l

* ¢
involved mealtime and play. The caregiver-child pairs were videotaped gt
fl

six week intervals over a nine to twelve month period.

<7
’ Analysis. EacH audiotape was transcribed by a native speaker, AL/
]

least one-half of all the\videotapes for each child were reviewed by t:he *
,caregi'ver and myself for accuracy. In cases of disagreement, the/

caregiver was always considered the expert. The videotapes' of }zhese

r

naturalisttic int:ef:act:ions were examined to assegs the nature afid sources

of variations in caregiver style Each ’sequence was described in terms

1
of at:t:ent:iOn .and the sensorimotor structure of t‘.he eveht: the propositional
. A
content and the interactiional setting. The propositional/content was

categorized in terms of persons, objecta, and actions. /fhe interactional

setting included the locatiOn and the apprqpriate configuration of the

persons and objects in Space for a paq{:icular act:ivit:y. . From this

informat;-ion a comparison could be made between the presence or absencb of
L} i - ’ B g
. attention andethe background elements at the initiation and termination

-

",‘.vt
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c;f/ each sequence.
‘ £
Results., -

I have very recently returned from 15 months of field work. I want

[}

to caution you that the results I am reporting today are quite preliminary.

The results from the present study are similar to the major findings of .
the U.S. study,'independent of level of education and’aegree of urbaniza-

tion. First, at Level I, most messeges involving the transfer of an abject

~
- . ..

were ehected on the sensorimotor level. Neit, at Levely II, the‘me;sage
was often presented on the linguistic and sensorimotor levels simultan-
eously. Finally,-by Level III some'messages could be qomprehendeaAwithout

some of the sensor imotor support. However, the degree to which caregivers

provided missing information when an utterance was.not initially '

¢ ’ .
. ’

comprehended appears to vary with level of education.
The follo&ingfexﬁmples highlight this difference. However, the \
/

differences dare.a matter of degree 'and are not absolute. The next

e L e

-segment was an example “f an eventually successful imperative sequence
L ‘ ot *

~typical of Level II and of more highly educatwed caregivers. Margarita,

the mother, end Lucha Had been singing while Lupe, the 7 year-eld sister,
7 ) . , ‘ H

.stood off to the side, some distance awﬁy. Margarita told Lucha to sing

with her sister,-"Canta con Lupita.". ZLucha did sing, but/all by herself.

Margarita then told Lupe to sit right next to them bringing Lupe into

the appropriate configuration to be 'with' the singer. Margafrita redid
N\, ) . '
her part emphasizing that the two should sing by saying '"C#htan! Cantani".
' . J
She used, the second person plural imperative té include Lupe more

explicitly. And Lupe joined in the singing to provide her younger sister’

¢
with a sehﬁorimotor translation of her mother 8 utterance.

» .

*

In the next fragment, eventual success of the 1mperative is far more

¢

4

serendipitous with a less educated caregiver. Irene had been playing with

o * *
. (7

.o/ 6 S !

~



AT TN [
v bzb, {ood }cr whitl e 2l dio, pud when distrected by somé otiicr event,
Irene was looking across tac brickyard where swe vas standing with her
mother, Marta, Marta saw the jar on the ground behind Irene and said, o .

L 4 N
Mira, te falta el este."(Look, vou're forgetting this!), "Levanta el {rasco'" ,

-

("Pick up the jar!™). Irene did not respond. Her mother turned to walk

away. She did not get lrene's attention, poinc to the jar, and/or, pick 1c

up and give it to Irene. However, the noise of }hrta s gurning attracted

-

Irene’s attention. As Irene turned to follow her mocher she saw the jar :

- and picked if up. -In this instance the natural'flow of the interaction

provided the cbild with an opportunity to enact whac had just, been said. .

The caregiver encouraged the{child on the linguiscic level to engage in

‘

a culturally recognizable act familiar to the child but did Ny monitor

closely to see if che child conprehended her or not as’ her more educated =’

.
.

counterpa¥t did in the singing sequence. -

- ‘ Y

. Discussion. - - ‘ ‘ v
-_— % «
"< The objective of this study was to determine wbat the universal and -

culture-specific aspect£ of the transition from sensorimotor to linguistic ’ .

communication might be. The culture~-specific aspect of this process was the

degree to which caregivers provided sensorimotor infBrmacion uhen ﬁessages

‘ were not immediaCely comprehended. In interactions with less highly ed-

°

ucated women che missing information was provided more serendipicously or

unintentionally by the natural unfolding of events or by sponCaneous acts of
AY

siblings. The more educaced women appeat to be continually monitoring ghe
child and repairing their ewn and che child's part in order that the.child
display czmprehension. It appears that this latter style_is,sufficient but r

not necessary for the transition .to the comprehension of linguistic communi- - @

vy

cation. A candidate universal {is the pairing of sensorimotor and linguistic

messages during the crucial m#ddle level of the one-word period. In every

»

'seccing and at both levels of educagion a ‘sensdrimotor transiation of the |

[:R\leinguiscio message was provided. . / . . . j

e c .
oY -
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