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THE AUTHOR FEELS THAT TO APPRCACH CHILD LANGUAGE
TRANSFORMATIONALLY IS TO USE A TECHNIQUE SUITED TO FROVIDING
ADDITIONAL INSIGHT INTO A WELL-KNOWN LANGUAGE FOR TREATING AN
UNKNOWN, OR AT BEST LITTLE KNOWN LANGUAGE. SHE MAKES THE
FOLLOWING CRIVICISMS OF TRANSFORMATIONAL ANALYSIS OF CHILC
LANGUAGE~-~ (1) NOTHING CAN BE DIRECTLY INFERRED WITH FEGARD TO
THE PROCESS OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION FROM TENTATIVE INSIGHTS
INTO THE MECHANISM OF NATURAL LANGUAGE, (2) THE HUMAN BRAIN | j
DOES NOT WORK LIKE A COMPUTER, AND (3) CONCENTRATING ON
SYNTAX (THE CORNERSTONE OF TRANSFORMATIONAL RESEARCH) IN i

* CHILD LANGUAGE ANALYSIS IS "TOTALLY MISLEADING." FURTHERMORE , :
THE CHILD'S FIRST VERBAL EXPRESSIONS ARE CESIDERATIVES, WITH
INTERROGATIVES AFPEARING VERY EARLY. ACCORDING TO GENERATIVE
THEORY, THE PRODUCTION OF THESE FORHS REQUIRES MORE THAN ONE
TRANSFORMATION. THE AUTHOR ALSQ FCIMTS OUT THE CONSTRUCTIVE
ROLE OF THE GENERATIVE APPROACH--(1; IT HAS CONTRIBUTED TO A
MORE PRECISE FORMULATION OF THE MANIFOLD PROBLEMS OF FIRST
LANGUAGE. ACQUISITION, (2) BY BRINGING TO LIGHT THE
FRUITLESSNESS OF USING MODELS BEFORE STRUCTURING DATA, IT HAS
LEFT LINGUISTS FREE TO TRY OTHER ROUTES, AND (3) IT HAS GIVEN
IMPETUS TO' NEW RESEARCH ON CHILD LANGUAGE. THIS PAPER WAS
PRESENTED AT THE UNIVERSITY OF KENTUCKY FOREIGN LANGUAGE
CONFERENCE, LEXINGTON, "IN APRIL 13608. (CO)
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AS wie 8t111 know very little about hunan languags, any . ,lj}g;
epproach towards itsanalysls may contributo something to our fii
understanding of the subjeot, T§a§s£9rmationalism, for examplé}
.helps by foousing'éharply upon c??tain grammaﬁical relationshins
within a language. It 1c also useful as a pedagogical device,

and I have successfully employed it mysoelf to elucidate some

of tho difficulties of the French subjunciive. There is always

the éangor, howevar, that now developments, like penioillin,

may bo pushed beyond their'area.of effeotivenesas, |

To epproach child language transformationally 1s to use

a technique suilted to providinz additlional insight 1nt6 a
well-known language, for treuting an unknown, or at best littlo
known, langusze. Horeover, at times thers appears to be a
confusioh botween the nature of lunguage, the psychology of
speech, and the process of language loarning == sven thouéﬁ
tho generativists do not claim that their theory automatically

provides a houristic means of Glacovery, Transformetionz=lism

poslts the rulss that govern language and not necessarily those
of lanzuage bonavior, This 1s a concept of lanzuage in the manner .

of the medieval nrtura naturens. On tha other hand, according

to Chomsky, the native spezkor 13 supposed to have an intuitive
. U.5. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, EDUCATION 2 WEifARE
vrrict OF EDUCAYION

-

. ) 8 i
AL 001 2_7 . ' THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRODUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED Foou rue

5= ecwwes IIIR

PERSON OR ORGAMIZATION ORISIHATiNG IT. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS :

- -




avarensss of the laws governing his languogee. Thoesec intuitions :
cannot be-explained by one who'does not himself process Ehem;.
but phoﬁskg also believes thét.by becomibg fluantlin a forelgn
langﬁage; one can gain a neaf-yative intuition. How can the
lattor be poséible except throush language porformance? .
Trﬁnsformatibnal sequencos nust theréfore be part of both
competence and performance. If these permutations are inherent
in the covert process of speocoh prograémimg, thoy ars either |
inborn or acquired. “As no Srown=up 13 & native oﬁ noar-native
apaakér of ohild langﬁage, we oan never f£ind out anything beyond
. trivial superficialitles, And 1f thatts S0, V9 oﬁght to give.

up on it. all together, But maybe ell we have to do is rephrase

Marcel Cohen's distinotion betwean langue bé%;.and langus adulte

; by oalling the former "pretransformational language". Then, - .
what remains is to explain how, at a_osrialn stage of tes-itlgk; :

. ’linguistic maturation, the ohild suddenly employs transformatlons,
Excopt for iinervats dbirth from Zeus, thérs era no inoldences
in nature of instantaneous ohange. ;consaquebtly, transformatioﬁs

must have developad gradually during the period of langue bobe,

" ahd our vioclous circle is thoreby cloused,

This could moan the enid of my paper, were it not that
solence is oumulatiéo; and indeed generative grammar has contributed
importantly to a more precise formulation of the manifold prodlems
of first languago acquisition. I% has éivqn irmpetus to now
investizations on child language and nowadays more sonolars
aro onzaged in -this kind of research than in the early fiftles,

what disturbs this anouuraginé gicturs is the arbitrariness of




some of tho research, Dogmatism has replaced unprejudiced
investigation « or, ﬁot to 1dedlize.the past, former blases
wero not 4© prescriptive as'present onos. The outlook, howevqg, _
13 not all nogative, because this aprioristio approach ‘has |
engendered cogent oritioism which has shed light on facets of
1ingaistic analysis which misht otherwise have gone undetected,

T would now like to turn to some specific criticisms of

" tranaformational analysis of child languageg oriticism vhich I

certainly intend to be construotive,

Fundamentally, it sevems to mg, if by positiné transforme=
tions, soms additional tentative insights into the moechanlam
of natural language may acdidentq@ly be gained, nothing oaﬁ

ipso facto be inferred fron: tiese speculations with regard to

the -process of language aocquisition, An ordered sequence of
rules advanocing by binary cholce is the oonventional algorithm

for computers, but unless biologlieal evidence forces us to

‘ooncede that all that is man-m=zde bears & one-to-one relatiohe

ship to natural phonomeba; we oannot oonclude that the human
brgin'works like a computer. Although 1t is likeiy that man
first thought of bullding airplanes from observing Eirda, it is
clear that birds do not fly by fueleﬁ notorse that 1s mdre,
neurolozlsts view our brain as "a multi~-channel nervous systemd.
Psycholozlcally, Alox Iiberman has furnlshed good evidence for

his assertion that it is "the parallsel processing that makes

tho speech code S0 efficlant®, ;ith rogard to phonology, the .

concurrent working of moto impulses has boen demonstrated by

wickelgren and myself. Tho syntax of a natural lan;uaze 1
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still best describﬁd as a network of rélationships. I bellevo

it may ultimately turn out to be more productive if wo concen-
trate our efforts on trying to discover how these rolationships
gradually build up in the verbal behavior of tho child. I
question the;primacy~of'syntax, which, of course, is tho GOrNOYr=-
stone of tranﬁformational rosearch. 1If concentrating exclusively
on syntax is a flagrant oversimplification of ths analysis of
adult spoech, applied to chlld language it 1is totally misleading.
With Slooin, "T do not see why grammatical lingulstic marking

of learnable oateoories should be affordel special status”,

In nddition, along tho linau of Vygotsky, my own limited
" research suggests that congruence of exponronoy 13 an important
stago in child language developmont, but oortainly initidliy
the conematic and the plerematic levels follow avenwes of their
owhe Robins 1s probably cdrreét in "treating the word as a |
‘baslo unit of grammer", As Halliday puts it, Wlanguago is
sgstomlo™; and I agree completely with Bolinger that "intonation
should be the Tirst of a subéystem of language to develop."

This leads us to concrete detalils of child langﬁage
scquisition, One of the more baneful influcnces oi trans-
formationalism on ths study of ohild language arises fron tha
effort tv isolate and magnify the onset of the two~word
poriod. The isolation 1s practiced on all levels, The two-
word period is deserived as if it were the beginning of the
childts verbal behavior, whon in reallty it follows the
hologhrastic stage, with some initial overlapping. It is

reasonably ¢afe to-assumo that an infantts first verbal




exprossions are fo be classifiod as desideratives end that

the interrogative appears very eariy. 'According to generativo
theory, the production of these fomms raquires more than one
tyansformation. It 43 not impossible but difflioult to explain
why the affirmative statement, which is supposed to be tho
simplest forﬁ, shoulé emerze in tho childls overt speech later
than the nore derived forms, JMcNelllts assertion that "trans-
formations appear relatively lote in a child's carser" does not
tell us whon they start, nar'whyltﬁey have te start at all,

| Likewlide, explaining early gggativoé as pretransformational
vocabulary items bogs the question, ' Positing en amorphous
purport apd skipping the base structure in the analysis of speeoh
progfamming, as I do in the treatment of ohild bilingualiaom,

is of course outside the generative approach, especially because
it runs counter to the centrality o syntex. As long as we

are trapped in g_gggggg_explanntion or érammar, we will never
comqa to understand semanties which is ocomplex enough even wvhen
not masked by a filter of douwotful usefulhess and, ocertainly,

of no.proven reality., Fodor!s hon=-sentencs underlying fom 1s
rominiscent of the Junkshop theory. The nezation in substandard
English can he derived transforma?ionally only if ona goes so
far as to postulate a covert past negative. The American

ghotto child.has no grazmatlcal marker for the positive past,
whereas the negative past and prosent aro morphologically'

distinot: He wash %oiay anf Ila wash yssterday, but He don't wash

today and Ho aint!t unen yegveriay. Taxonomlcs would speak of
ani— )
a zsro marker of & lexical versus a morpholozical systen,

A




Informattonaliy, thépa 1s loss redundancye. This is a simple,
maftor of fact statomant wi;haﬁt causal explanation, but
neithoey caﬁ the lass dosumentable gonerative inteﬁprétation
explaln: any causes, .

arammaticality is no problem in a substandard dialocty,
which by definition has a grammatical structure of 1ts own,.
. But, when ralsed within a family of sp§akers of standard English
whoss corroct forms show ocoaslonal froe variations with
substandard forms, is the child capable of abstracting the
fecorrect" grammar, or does he too oome up with uttsrances
iike says I? To categorize such utteranoes either as alternate
grammatioal forms or as swntaotic freczing 1s too easy a way
out, ohce we postulate the ohilu's learning in ths fom of an
astlve search for grammatical rulad.

FeW'tpansformationalists nowadays still hold to the 1957
innatoness theory because a ssloctivo forgetting devico runs
sountor to whataver slse we can observe 1n lsarning procedures,
That human langvage 1is specisé specific, if once doubted by a
'handfﬁl of soholars, i1s no lonzor soriously quastioned. It 1s
the task more of the philosopher than of the lingulst td
discover the balance between vwhat- 1s inborn and what 1s acquired.
The discussion of learning theorles belongs.to the psycnologist.
In the long run, the linguist will contribute much more to an
understanding of the complaxity of the language learning process
1f he limits himself to collecting raw data, to e quantized
and subjested to empirlcal validation, insofzr as possiile. A

11tils exporimant I coanducted on e seven-y2ar old as well as a
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lﬁngitudinal.study of an infant during hia first yoar of life
would inoilne mo to favor learning-without-awaronoas. More |
vecently, Cazden reached & oonclusion 81111&r to mino concorning
the extremely limited applicabllity of both the reinforcement EE
and the expansion theories. oOne of the lasting albelt indirect - "~
meriés of transforﬁationalism oonsiats’in 4ts having promoted - N
research whioch haQ hélped dispal the fallacy of equating first ,l;j o ?
and aecond langus(y acquisition, ' e |
For those who cox relate transformational ruloa in language
with Piabet's findinvs on the consevvation of amount, ¥ can .
only polint out thati the two dovsiopments occur at ococmpletely
difforent ages 1n ‘childhood. I , ' i
" Tho psyohopharmaoologists will eventually roveal the
workings of our meomory. leanwhile, the linguiat might contribute

more to the solution by refraining from speoulation and providing

'spstead vorifiable data on the quantization of linguistio
symbolss I have in mind especlally the valuable worﬁNat the
Haskins Laboratories. | '
In e way, tho generativists are correct 1n sayinv that
before figuring out how language is aoquired, wo should know
what language is. lemory and learnins are complex phonomena. ’
pefore testing them on language - of which we know so littls
and which 1s.s0 extraordiﬁarily complox - woe had hettor test
them on simpler forms of human behavior, It may woll 'be, howover,

that the only way to figure out th: essontial nuture of language,

without postulating an arbitrary philosophlcal set-up, iz by




much hard work still lles shead.

'

obsorving how it is acquired. Just one thing is surs so fars

!

oftentimes gensrative analysis of child Iangunge 13 based
on a transcription into aduli English orthography, where tho

auprasegmontals fall by the wayside, On ika level of suprae-

- segmentals, dlaregard for prosodic features croates one of the

pitfalls of trensformational pedolingulatlcs by pos:.tinO an

enormous gulf between competence and performanoe. -Ths simple

experiment oonducted by Tappolet, and others after him, including .

myself, all through tho twentioth century. shows quite ﬂlnarly
that the acdult listener may presuma 1n ths child knowlaedge of

vooabulary and grammar, whon, in fact, the infant undovatunds

* the messasze ip & manner as grodas and lingulstically unquantizod

as he himself produces it by crying, or by ooolng modulations.
To say that competence exxoeods performance 1is tautologicale 1IN
‘a olosely rolated domain, Loopold uses the term "inouvation

period" for the interval botweon passive and active language.

The faot, by the way, that passive lanjuage procedes active

language, was documented by Arammont as far back as 1902,
In muoch of present-day rosesrch little consideratlon is

given-to the irmediate extra-linguistic situation - not to speak

of thae broader environment of cultura. The material so p:-osented

18 susceptiblo of whatover grammatical interprsiation one wishes,

without the possibility of verifiocatlon, Furthermore, by

" psslectips to incorperate the contexh of conversation, what the

ohild has been asked and what answer he is glven, many trans-

formationalists end up by suoseriding to such ol: wivest tales
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as.“naming and "oodéretm objects." A more serious consequence
of this approach is that the investigator oannot distinguish '
botweon linguistlic itens 1nterna11zed by rote and those
meaningfullv assimilated, The necesalty for diirerantiyting
between rote and nonerote momory cooling was confirmed by nmy
study of a childts translating proocess, where the problem of
memory stornge-ié compounded by the m;xiﬁg of the lovels of
1inzuistio analysis. Ruloes of expectancy cannot adequately
sover a variety of phenomena. v, |

Another side of the isolation of tho lingulstic data under
investization 1s represented by the tendency to péatulatp the
sentence as a self~-containzd unit of mewning. Anaphora, fo
c¢ite only one example, is surely universal in langunge. Indeed,
except fur raro oases, I would agree with Malinowski that thore

"are no ambiguous sentences, Katz and Fodor are corroct in

stating that b speaker can disambiguate parts of a sentence in

.

terms ol othsr parts, bui obviously I do not share thoir concsrn

o

about the weskneas »f oxpanoing "other parta" ¢ the "soclo-
physioal environment and the rest of tho written or spoken

utterance." Coe-variance of fors and msaning is probably among

the basls constants of language, if not its actual raiscn ar5tre.

By the way, 1f one asks a child for a clarifisation, he
nevar comes up with a transformation and, I am told by an
- anthropolosleal 1linzulst, nolthor do informanta, Of course, .
" this is no oonclusive oevidence agaiust transformations within
the unconscizus, and perbaps all we acsd 13 a PFreudlan device

to bring them into tho opon. or em I hapl ssly minulinu
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operational and extornal adoguacles?

| .po aonolude on a hopeful note; For the atudy of child
language tho geﬁarative approach has blayed'a oconstructive role
by bringing to lizht the frultlossness of.using models before
gtrusturing data, thus lsaving ws fros to try other routes.
My personal inoligation would bs in tha ¢iroction of quantitative:
linguistiss, information theory,-hndqsemantiog,soméwhnt along
the 1inos of Martinott!s functionalism, There is no raason,
as far as I can see, why we should not use the diptributional
gbstreotions of tasxonomics bofors»postulﬁting hypothetical
underlying forms., | |

From the psycholinguistie standpoint, it is fortuhate

that not all paycholozists have ebandoned research on the mother=
infant rolationship, and the influonce of environucnial factors,
in favor of the easy vhilosophy of total 1nnabonos§. My own
research oconfirms tha findlngs of Spiﬁzm It 1s éifficult to
fathom hov his findings oecn be explainad in torms of an lnnate .
syntaotically~basod cognition system. The only logical solution ..
witirin the transformablonallst pramises is tpat tha essence of
lanzusa;e is mlated nelther to language asgulsition nor %o spesach
pro.;ramming,

Hic sunt leonos,

.' .




