kK E F 0 kK T Kk E § U H E S

ED 018 279 PS GGD 902

ORAL OK WRITTEN LANGUAGE--THE CONSEQUEMNCES FOR COGNITIVE
CEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA ANC THE UNITEC STATES.
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CESCRIFTORS- LANGUAGE RESEARCH, *WOLOF, ORAL COMMUNICATIONM,
VERBAL COMMUNICATION, *LANGUAGE FATTERNS, #LAMGUAGE USAGE,
WRITTEN LANGUAGE, UNURITTEN LANGUAGE, COGNITIVE CEVELCFMENT,
*CONCEFT FORMATION, SPEECH SKILLS, CONTEXT CLUES, *NEGRO
CIALECTS, THOUGHT FROCESSES, LEARNING PROCESSES, SUBCULTURAL,
SENEGAL,

SFEAKING AN ORAL LANGUAGE ANC SFEAKING A WRITTEN 1
LANGUAGE INVOLVE CIFFERENT PATTERNS OF LANGUAGE USE WHICH ARE
IN TURN RELATEC TO CIFFERENT ECUCATIONAL METHODS AND
CIFFERENT COURSES OF COGNITIVE CEVELOPMENT. BECAUSE ORAL
SFEECH RELIES ON CONTEXT FOR COMMUNICATION, A COMMON CONTEXT
ANC FOINT OF VIEW IS ASSUMED BY THE SFEAKER TO EXIST BETWEEN |
THE LISTENER AND HIMSELF, ANC HIS SFEECH 1S ATTACHEC TO |
CONTEXT-DEPENDENT THOUGHT. IN ORAL CULTURES, EDUCATION IS
ACCOMFLISHEL BY THE CHILD'S LEARNING TO IMITATE, USING
CONCRETE OBJECTS IN CONCRETE ACTIVITIES. IN A WRITTEN
LANGUAGE CULTURE . WHERE KNOWLECGE EXCEEDS THE AMOUNT WHICH
ANY 1 INCIVICUAL CAN KNOW, ABSTRACT THINXING IS ENCOURAGEC,
WITH EMPFHASIS ON THE ABILITY TO GENERALIZE AND TO MANIFULATE
SYMBOLS. IN EXPERIMENTS CONDUCTEL WITH THE WCLOF CHILDREN IN
SENEGAL IT WAS DEMONSTRATEDL THAT LANGUAGE USE RATHER THAN
LANGUAGE STRUCTURE CETERMINES COGNITIVE CEVELGFMENT. IT WAS
FOUND THAT WOLOF SCHOOL CHILEREN TAUGHT IN FRENCH NONETHELESS
CHANGED THEIR USE OF WOLOF IN A CONCEFT-FORMATION SITUATION
SO THAT IN FUNCTIONAL TERMS WOLOF BECAME MORE "WRITTEN.®
UNITEC STATES NEGKO LOWER CLASS CHILDREN HAVE BEEN FOUND TO
| HAVE THE SAME OBJECT-CONTEXT ORIENTATION FOUND IN ORAL
E CULTURES AND HAVE SIMILARLY IMFROVEC IN ABSTRACT THINKING
E ABILITY WHEN GIVEN TRAINING. INCREASEDC STUCY OF AFRICAN
{ SUBCULTURES MAY LENC DIRECTION TO AMERICAN SUBCULTURAL
E CEVELOFMENT. THIS FAFER WAS FPRESENTEC AT THE SYMFOSIUM ON
| CROSS-CULTURAL COGNITIVE STUCIES, AMERICAN EDUCATIONAL
|
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r

RESEARCH ASSCCIATION (CHICAGO, FEBRUARY 9, 1968). (MS)
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I should like to utilize some cross-culitural research carried out in Africaa

couniries by myself and others to elucidate the nature of subcultural language

4

diZierences noted in this country and their <relation to cognitive development. A

wmajor reason for doing this is to place the current rash of work - both experimen-

tal and remedial - in a more general perspective, thereby promoting greater aware-

4]

ess of what we are trying to accomplish in this area..

The ceatral thesis with which I shall try to unify a diverse body of cross-
cultural and cross:subcultural material revolves around the distinction between
speaking an oral language and speaking a written language. The notion is twofold:
iirs+c, oral and written speech iavoive differing patterns of language use, although
not necessarily of language structure; second, these two patterns cf language us;
are related to different educational methods and different courses of cognitive
. development. By written speech, I meen talking a language that also appears ia
writing. This definition allows me to include as oral languages not only African
languages but also dialect deviations Irom Standard English, such as those spoken
by lower-class Negro and White Americans. With respecé to these latter, the iingu-
ist Bloomfield (1927) tells us that Standa¥d English is, in fac;, the closest

spoken approximation to Written Eaglish and that dialect variations are therefore

deviations away from the written language. I do not mean to imply that African

(]
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nguages and dialect variations of English are 'orai" to the same extent - there

are obvious difierences of degree -~ but only that both deviate in tX

e Tanner

irom strictly "written speech.”

Sseaxers of an oral language rely morz on context for the communication of
thelr verbal messages. As I see it, this is the main diiference in language use,
& giiflcvence which has important educational correlates as well as implications
fozr cognitivé processes. In fact, I should like to hypothesize that context-
Gepeadent speech is tied up with context-dependent thought:, which in turn is

the opposite of abstract thought.
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i+ & usiag abstraction in a sensc dose to the literal one: a separatica from. Ab-
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craction is, therefore, the mental separation of an element from the situation oz

C,
o
I
cr
(@]
g

t in which it is embedded. When I say that oral speech is context-dependent,

i wmean it is necessary to utilize a higher order unit in order to understand a lower

ovder linguistic component. For example, a scatence framed in '“telegraphic" gramma-
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tructure may demand knowledge of the situational coatext in which it is made

Ul

efore its meaning can be fully grasped.
[

If the speaker of an oral languzge depends upon the surrounding coantext to

=

communlcate his message, then effective communication presupposes a common context
4 and ccmmon point of view for both listener and speaker. The speaker, moreover,
must assume that this is the case. He is, therefore, egocentric; that is, he takes
Zor granted, without being aware of doing so, that His point of view and frame of
reifereace are the only possible ones. At times this assumption may be valid, at

other times, not so.

Way should contextuality characterize the use of oral languages more so than
that of written? TFirst, in an orai culture communication is invariably face to

race. Consequently the assumption of a common physical context is a valid one.

Second, oral languages generally do not spread as Zar as writtea languages and

are tnererore shared by smaller groups. For this reasoa, the assumption of a come
won psychological point of view is a realistic one. In conscquence, context-

cependent speech works.

Speech based on a written laasguage, in coatrast, must e relativel
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deat of coatext for a number of reasons. An important one is that written cul-
turces usually cover larger geographic areas and therefore eacompass wmore heter-
gencous peopie, Consequently, the assumption of a common frame of reference will

olften dc invalid even where contact is face to face. .




Let wie begin giving cvidence concerning these two patterns of language use

oy suowing that, in oral cultures, cducation itself has a contextual nature. That

is, it works through the situation-in which it is to be used. An example would be
~caraing patterns of basket weaving by demoastratiom rather than by first studying

yom Aan

Jrams. Two monographs on traditional African education - one on the Tallensi,

0.
B

of the former Gold Coast (Fortes, 1937), the other oa the Mukongo of the Congo
(ncpen, 1962) - stress this situation~bound . quality oif the indiginous educatioa.
L4 .
description of traditional African education - Cole and Gay's (Gay, 1965)
work oa the Xpelle ol Liberia - concurs with these two and discusses the obvious speech
correlates of such instructional methods. We are told that Kpelle education is lar-
gely nonverbal and that,wnere it does use words, it avoids the classificatory and
caalycic, isolating functions which words have in Westeran culture. Typically, a
Xnelle child watches others perform the task he is to learn and learns by imitation.
Tails, in the appropriate real-life situation he learns concrete activities not ab-
stract generalizations. The implication of this description is that situational

iastruction demands a particular type of language use and coaceptualization.

-n coatrast, technical societies, possessing written languages, tend to deve-
Lop systems of formal schooliaz, pernaps because school is needed to teach reading
zad writiag and because the prescnce of written culture means that kaowledge exceeds

the bdounds of what any one inaividual can xnow. Consequently, there develops, as

Bruncy (1963) puts it, " an econcmical techniquc ox instructing nc younZ based

neavily on telling out o coatext rathexr than showing in context (p.10), "for what

onc talks about in school for the most part are things not immediately preseant.

n otuer words, school is isolated from life.
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he is to follow
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ine pupil nwst therefore acquire abstract habits of thought

N

e teacher's oral lessons. In.addition, a-certain minimum of abstraction is

-
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domanded to master the basic skills of reading and writing. Malinowski (1930)
long ago observed that written material is necessarily more zbstract than oral

speec by virtue of its seli-containment. Vygaotsky (1961) noted a di fferent
sort of intrinsic abstractness in the written word, another sort of separation
fron context. He.pointed out that the spoken word stands for somethiag,while

the written word stands for something that stands for something. Thus, ipso

-
~e

Gcto it presents a new and higher level of abstraction.

But, in this country where we have universal formal schooling, how can

children is pretty much determined by the age of five. If so, then this forma-

tion is not taking place at school, but at home. The culture of the parents is

m—

exerting its decisive influence -- it is the way in which pavents teach their

children that is crucial. Let us now look at Hess and S

ras

hipmen's (1965) data
on maternal teaching styles. One-hundred-sixty Negro American mothers from
four socioeconomic levels were taught two classificatory tasks and then observed
as they taught these.tasks to their four-year-oid children. A presumably
cy»ical middie-class mother gave explicit instructions for the color sorting
task, including statements like:

Tic things that are all the same coror you put in one seaction

in che second section you put another group of colors, and in
tn¢ tnird section you put the last group of colors.

S e

Contrast now a lower-class mother's explanation:

il right, just put them right here; put the other one right here
all right, put the other one there.
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Sie is explaining by demonstration. What is important for the present discussion

he meaning of her verbalization is tocally depeadent on the coacrete physi=

is that t

cal situation. Taken out of context, the sentences are devoid of meaning for any

audience. The child can imitate his mother; but unless he can abstract on his owm

the attributes to which his mother is respondiag, he will not know why he is doiag
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s doing or even what the task is. Thus, her situation-cmbedded cormunica-
tion tuins sut to be egocentric as well; for in assuming the child understands why

L . -
she is acting the way she is, she is failing to satisfy his informational neceds.
And, as we would expect, the lower-class children do not., learn as much from their
motiners as do fheir middle-class counterparts. Here is an illustration of the re-
1ation.betwecn context-dependent communication and egocentrism: in geaeral, the
more elements in a situation that are abstracted from it and made verbally explicit,
the wmore likely it is that the listener's informational needs will be satisfied. A4s
Jonn and Goldstein (1964) point out, moreover, the gap between the speaker's wverbal
skill and the listener's potential for compreheasion is greatest in adult-child iater-
actions. The result of ego;entrism in this situation will consequently be of the

gravest sort in terms of aduli-child communication. The younger the child, the more
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he problem and the more radical the possible consequences.

Looking more closely at the children's performance in Hess and Shipman's study,

-

we see that the lower-ciass children oout as well as the micddle~class children

(oW
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wnen they sorted on the basis of the totai identity of objects {for examnle, cars

togetner, spoons together); but when ticy had o abstract an wtcribute or attribute

e b
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rrom the total object, they had more difficulty both in carryin, out the Zask and in

saying what they nad done. Thus, a coatext-dependent teaching style on the part of

did

che wothers is associated with a lesser development of an abi ility to iform coaceptual

and linguistic abstractions on the part of the chlldren.
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it is not surprising, then, that one of the most successiful preschool enrich-

“ent programs in terms of intelligence test scure changes, that of Blank (1967),

[ ]
T

duts acavy emphasis on teaching the child to comprehend and produce speech that

§oes beyond, is independent of the concrete situation in which it is formulated.

Thie English sociolinguist Basil Bernstein (1961), who was one of the sources

0L inspiration for iless and Shipman's work, has described class speech differences

in temws of two different linguistic codes. The restricted code belongs to the '
working class, the elaborated code to the middle class. Hess and Snipman's data 3

]
confirm sevexral aspects of Bernstein's theory. Tor example, he states that specakers }
of the restricted code fail to perceive the informational needs of the listener as |

oeing different from their own. Most pertinent at this point, he traces this failure

to a lack of conscious differentiation of self from others; and he predicts that it

will be reflected in the structure of communication, as, for example, in failing to

maxe one's point of view known.

b3 L |
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s theory is meaat to describe class differences in a tecanological
scciety. I was, therefore, most struck by how well it also describes many.differ-
| ences I found in Senegal between Wolof children attending school and those who were
unschoovled (Greeafield, 19657 enfield, Reich, & Olver, 1966). Let me briefly

-

cescribe the children I studied. There were nine zroups oi Wolof children = three

Gegrees of urbanization and education, with three agze levels witchin each.

a5

The cultural milicu of the first group, rural unschooled children and adults,

elther schools ner urban influence. Although their tra

vy
(a P
)

a
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ditional Wolof village

)l

ac
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2 elementary school, they had never attended it. The three age groups were:

7]
|>-’~

X~and seven-year-olds, eight-and nine-year-olds, and eleven-to thirteen-year-olds.

Taexre was also a group of adults.
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second major group -- the bush school children -- attended school in the

same village or in a necarby village. This group was partitioned among first graders,

“taird graders, and sixth graders, corresponding as closely as possible to the three

age. levels of the ungchooled groups.

The third major group comprised city school children. These children lived in
Dakar, Sonegal's cosmpoloitan capital and, like the second group, included first,
taird, and sixth graders. All the c¢hildren were interrogated in Wolof, although

N
Trench was the official 1anguége\of instruction.

\\-

Oac focal area of my experiments was the development of concept formation. The
tasks were of the same ilk as Hess and Shipman's gategoriéation problems. Each child
was assed te put ﬁégether the pictures or objectsﬁ?n an array that were most alike.
tie was then asked to give a reason for his choice. ’Wiéh both American and European
children this type of question has usually been put something like this, "Why do you
say (or think) that these are alike?" But this type of yuestion met with uncompre-

~

nending silence when addressed to the unschooled children. I, hiowever, the samec

e

uestion were changed in form to '"Why are these alike?" it could often be aaswered

guite casily. It seemed that the unschooled Wolof children lacked Western self-

coansciousness: they did not distinguish between their own thought or stacement
about something and the thiang itself. The concept’of a personal point of view thus
appeared to be absent. Correlatively, the relativistic notion of multiple points
oi vicw was also absent to a greater degree than in Western culture; for the un-
schoolcd children could group a gilven set of objects or pictures according to oaly
onc atcribute, although there were several other pgssible bases of classification.

h

(]

o . . . . o
Woloz schoolchildren, in contrast, did not differ essentially from Western

childrea in this respect.




It appeared that school was giving boina urban and rural children something akin to
Western sclf-consciousness for they could answer questions implying a persomal point
of view; and, as they advanced in school they "became imcreasing gly capable of cate

gorizing the same stimuli according to several different criteria or "points of view."

A cosnection becween using forms like "I think" and the ability to conceptualiz
clternatives has also been hypothesized by Loban (1963), this time on the basis of
Averican ovidence. He and Bernstein (1962) have independently gathered data from

’

California and England showing that middle~class speakers use "I think! and related
forms wore than lower-class speakers. Loban does not himself have evidence relating

the us of " I think" to cognitive flexibility in solving problems. Bereiter and his

(5]

associates, however, document the absence of flexibility in lower-class children who

or their academically oriented preschool, for they state that these children can-

no:t ctonceive of a single object having two attributes (Osborn, 1967). Ia other words,
che children can assess an object from the point of view of colow, ror example, or of

foxrm, out not both. This finding paralliels my results with unschooled Woloi cnildren,

£

“wldd

as well as some of Cole and Gay's findinzs with the Kpelle (1967). Thus the absence

-~

oI seii-consciousness and thec resulting presence oi an egocentrically uailfied prespec=~
tive are associated with an inability to shift perspective ian coacept ifoxmation prob-

lems.

Stepping away for a moment from the egocentric basis of context-depencent spcecn

Z should like to look at some more relaciong between situation-dependent verbal commu-

aication and concept formation. One of my most interesting results in Senegal i volved

a reiation vetween grammacical and conceptual structures. In the categorization oxr

ba

groupiagZ task, structure 1s the logic oi the grouping, the pattern oi coanections

amony tae c.ements pelcnging to the category.
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5 Gistinct fron content, which relates to the type of attribute upon which a

} 2

JTouping is basced. The most developmentally advconced conceptual structure, ori-
sincily deiined by Vygotsky (1961), is the superordinate, in whicn all the objects

“hoa grouping share a single common attribute. Superordination may take a more or

(&)
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verval form. In my experiments the less verbal, more situation-dependent

~rmn ve e e

crizirion oi superordination involved selecting all the items in an array tchat

saared a particula attribute and naming the atiéribute; for cxample, selecting

&1l tae rod objects and saying "red" when asked why. The criterion for verbal

supcrorcination involved an explicit statement of the connection tetween attri-

ouce aad jroup members. Contrast the grouping reason "red" with the reasoa "Tais

- red; tais - red" or 'rhey are wed." The former can be part o centext~dependent

Hh
'

superordinate; the latter are verbal superordinates In the first case - "red" - we
are ot told what is red, although we are told the defining property of the category
reaness.  In the latter two reasons, pronouns ~''this'" or "they" - symobolize what

&

coiicrete objects belong to the category.

cnmrm s Tema pas T e s TT mtaammm sy menemn T £ E e T - v -
'! LROYC ITLGuUéEnt witn age 1a aiil Thareée Cu.curadl milieus., 1l W& ook at verbal super-~
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ooiinates alone, however, Wolo: 1ildren, like American schoolchiidren (Olvexr

& Gornsdy, 1966) formed more and more wiith age; tne unschooled children did notb.
L Jote fact
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ation setween verbal superordination, ¢ semantically defined

- - -

vericose, and grommatical structure? Two stages of symbolic reference beyond me

pointing can be distinguished: labeling, in which a verbal tag replaces the poinci
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oneration, aad sentential placement, in which a label or labels are emoedded in




2ota verbal superordinate and nonsuperordinate structurces can be CXPressced citner

o

-

G5 1abels or as sentences. If is thererlora vaiid to ask waetner the use of a warci-

e amane

ular grammatical mode is associated with a particular conceptual structure. The

“aswer 1s a strong affirmative for both schiooled and unscihooled Wolof chiildrea.

Witen a scnoo; chiid framed a reason in the sentencial mode, the probability that
he would foum a superordinate structure of cither the itemized or gencral tyse was
on the average three times as arcac as when he used simple l1cbeling. Tor an un-

[ L]
scaooled child, this same proba 1wility ol a superordinate struccure was aimost six

3

timces as great when his reasons were sceatences rather than labeils

- . -

Verbal superordinates could be either gencral (Zor example, “They are round")

. . oz s .
O iteuized{for example, "This oae is round; this one is round: this one is round").

b )

Tae general superordinate is more abstract rtham the itemized in that it is farther

rewoved irom individual members of the grouping. For a school child, the propability
et & superordinate structure would be in gemeral rather than itemized form was moxr

taan Zour times as great when a grouping reason Was. &éxpressed in the sentexn

[ A

< tnis analysis, schooling and aje were aeld coastan~ wasie
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SSLGBLLTLe Coatexts can be turned upside down more easily than real oazs. Oncc
thousat 15 freed from the concrete situation, the way is clear for symbolic man
formal operations, in which the real becomes but

tie possible (Inhelder and Piaget, 1938)
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4nguage oo not structure taut is at issue here.  “he school

caildrea lecrn in Fronch; yet caeir use of Wols. inm the concent formarion sizuatica
a.30 changes as & rosult, althouzn tae linguistic structure vemcins toc seme. Por-
2338 it would bve Ffair to say that Wolof for them is pecoming 1és. an oral language
and more 4 writtea laaguaze, as these uave been defined in functiocaal cerms.

Liis Zact can perhaps shed 1ight on the oboervacion made by ereiier's ,LCuD
(Osborn, 1967) that cntering disadvantaged shildrcn say "Dis Buil® Zno-ced ou "his
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is & bail" and that this is a generally appiled scatence frame. A number of Liazuist
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the iact that in lower-class Nezro dialect the copuia (i.c., somc “oir: O

Vi asd

tiae verd "to be'") is usually omitted and that the —iie proscri

xz1ish 3
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& prescrioing the presence of the

copuild. Tae question is whether "Dis baii! is (1) grammaticalily and functionclly

cquivalent to "This is a ball®, (2) gramatically but not functionally equivaleas
r (3) neither grammatically nor functionally equivalent. 3y functionaily equiva-
ilent, I mean as a tool for forming abstract conceptual structures. Tae third pos-
sibliity - lack of either granmaticai or functional equivalence - reguires tazt

caands use it. Ia otner words, =he cosula would be ware of caelr linguisczic com-

o~ - P '.-’-'-,- P T S A Cn M e ee e e -~ = 3 ceam maw Y Bk DA S
Jectelle, &as it 1s zor all welos .;JC&L&\_‘.S DUL, <3 14 TLE case oI the unszrooied wolox
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C'l._..\...C':l, 1t woulda be a «CLGCaVely unused Lorm woa caclelore oL Littlic CuD SO &
} TCOL LOT ConCCH tual chou: ".u_. -~ G0 not pretena to nave tac LOsSWer €O tais COnD L&

reainly dosands oxverimental iavestigation - but I would like &

aad ls associates that Lower-class Negro children find the speech of aa educaied
Waite Zomale wore zateliligible than that of either educated ot uneducated Nezxro fe-
males (Serlin & Dill, 1957). Cae could conc] from this that both Standsxd Zaglish
ool dlclecr are part of the iinguistic competence of lower-class Negroes, but oaly
Cac Glalect Is used in speech production. . | i
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sefore closing I should like to give o plece of evidence concerning the context-
dependince of lower-class s Negro dislect in comparison with Stzndard En wxlica - this
time on the puonological level. As Zar as I can sce, from the work of Labov (Labov,

et. al. 1585), Pederson (1964), and others, the repertoire of pnonemes is preacisely

the szme for Standard English and Negro dialect, but some Phoacmes arc not always
utilized in the dialect. I have been studying the dovelopment of soeach comprehen—
S101: on Tiie phonamic level with threc—znd four— ~-year-oid chiléren. B2riefly, the task
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paonenic discrimination goes like chis. The,cnild sees two pictures; -
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COTR c¢re named for him. The one syllable names differ by z single phoneme - initial
coasoncne, wmedial vowel, or fimal consonant. He is then asked to point to one of the

Dictures. Thcoretically, ne must be =ble to discriminzte the twe pnomeéen in order
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Sesis of final comsonants, while the former do not. Tais finding sugzcests that the
ZIlnal consonant holds little informarional value in Negro dialect. Without Final con—
50nants the numder of potential homouyms in English becomes much sreater, and the se
tentizl context must be relied on more For disemdiguation of individual word meanings.

nere Is an &example of contextual depeadence on a lower level of linguistic orzanizatio

fincily I would iike to add a seemingly obvious, although probably controver ial,
»olnt. Caildren's laagauge in all cultures. nas many of the countexi-desendent atiri-
cutes T I aove bseea aiscussing - for exampie, a largze number of howmonyms. ‘Adults, in
CouTLoat, wiy bt able to utilize both context —-dependent and relatively abstract forms.
Similoriy, L1 lamzuages are spoken, but only some are also written. Therelfore, cont
derenasat Iouvns of spcech and thousht are more primitive or basic than abstract ones.
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~eRSWALAE TATT tle nabits of speech and thought associated with an oral culture can
¢2s the abstract modes associated with a written culturs exist along with

coaconi-Gependent ones and, ideally, can be used interchangeably as situational deman
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Jutl Goodwman (1968) proposes that we basc rceadiag instruction on the solid

%

pTound of coatext-related experience. e suggests teacning children to read as
-Locy learn to speak - in the midst of relevant, reai-life situavions; for examsle,

& tecciier would use the label on a can of soup as an opportunity IZor readiagz ia-

‘e

structlon.  This approach would, in principle, turn the obstacle of context-
copendent modes of thought and language into a scholastic asset for iower-class

ciildrem, while presumably keeping their middle-class conorts in contact with
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cality. Whether or not such a wmethodé would also aclp lov
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cilldren deal wita the intrinsic abstractness of reading scems a bit pro:
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tical. Still, perhaps Goodman's paradoxical sugzestion oifers a way of reiaiorc-
ing awvcas of experience that written cultures, with their ten wdency to ary abstric-

cion, oiften neglect. 3But whatever the means employed, the development o
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cems a pragmatic necessity or those who would survive ix a techaological
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