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ABSTRACT

A longitudinal study investigated early syntactic
forms in child language; this paper reports on findings dealing with
differences in approach to syntactic acquisition. Seven children aged
16-20 months were the subjects, and audio or video tapes were made
once every three weeks beginning prior to the development of syntax.
Data collection continued until 20 percent of the utterances
specified a combination of subject ¢+ verb ¢ complement. Analysis
showed that the greatest difference among children was the length of
time required to develop from the single word utterance to the
subject ¢ verb ¢ complement structure--varying from 2 1/2 to 9
months. This reinforces the notion that speed of language acquisition
varies considerably among children. It is noted that girls' syntactic
development was considerably more rapid “har boys'. Differences in
syntactic acquisition based on speed and gender may be related to
style differences in language development. Style differences between
slow and rapid developers are examined in terms of presyntactic
utterances, simplicity and complexity of utterance, indeterminate
constructions not meeting English word order constraints, and subject
and predicate specification. A1l factors showed a definite pattern
relating to speed of syntactic acquisition. (CHK)
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srsienzticallyr infruer to identify sinilerities and differences in
leﬁéuage ccauisition. Only the results decling with‘differences in
asnroﬁch will e reported on todzy, however. Alnozt all previous
rescarch on early syniactic acquisitioh hes centered upon the uni-
versal asnects of develownment zni although indivicdual differenceé
heve beeﬁ assumeé %0 exist, prectically no-attempts in recent psycho-
linguisitic resezrch hove been mede to uncover these édistinctions.
Bloon (1570) revezled nossible brosd differences in apvroach to
syntactic develorment crong children clthoush her initial nurpose
for the investigetion wes not in this direction. Bloom's findings
were inconclusive however, since the children in her study were

clrezdy »roducing synizctic forms when they were first obzerved.

This suzsests that they might have been producing identiczl utter-
cnce tyoes et an earlier n01nt in Gevelopaent.
PROCEDURE

Seven children, four girls and three boys, served as subjects

in this longitucdinal investization. Data collectiion took the forn

of either zaudio or video texes Telzen once every three weeks o

o hours beginning »rior to the onsetd of symiax. The children ronged
in‘age fron 16 to 20 months =% this point, Data collecciion con-
sinued in a2 noturclissic free wnley situation unitil 205% of the

child's syntzctic uitierances syecified 2 combination of subject+

L

verbrcomnlenent. Comnlement strucivres were ecmployed instead of




D

the more usval object commwonent in order tq cccount for predicate
forms which included not only direct and indirect: objects but alco
prenositions, »repositioncl —hrases, adverb;, adverbial nhrases.
end precdicate adjectives which modify the subject. Anzlysis and
interpretation of the collécteﬁ date depended unon dsternination
of subject, verb end comvlement structu;e)thus, the sementic in-
tent or function of the uittercnce was deterained on the basis of
three typnes of disambigucting situetionzl information:
l. the non-linzvistic context

2. the preceding adult'utterance .
3..the child's ovn utterances which immedizctely followed the uwiter—

ance undér cneglysis.

The anzlyses of the emerginz symtaciic structure of the seven

)

children studied indicated that the outstznding . difference among

t

()

rom the

=

the chiléren wes the nunmber of months required %o pass

oda

¢o the Time wvhen ecrly syntzctic struc-

(D)

sinzle word uvtterance stes

-

Dlichel. The

ck

ture was esta ime lapnse betvween the first syntactic
utterance cnd the time when at least 205 of the child's synbsctic

Torms included a subjeci+verb-comnlenent struciuvre varied Tron

-

"2 to € months. This mcasure of differcnce caons the children
evidenced what hol been long recosnised, that sweed of lonsusgse

fcrences hove been diccussced, s by
Brova Cazden and Bellusi (1267), the sneed of cequisition hes been

the primoxy, if not the only, distinction in lensuvese

4




acquisition style.
For the scven chiliren exczined in this study the soeed of

EN

acouisition measure £id not vary 2lonz o continuum. Rather, it

wes posgcible to divide the cehildren according to whether their

synteX emerged rapidly or slowly. The rapid syntactic developers
months. The slow syntvectic develoners required between 7 and 9
months to rcach criterion, For this perticular somple, the rapid-
slow s»nlit ﬁlso regsulted in 2 division of the children zccording
to sex, All the boys in th{ svudy developed new synﬁactic claéges
sloﬁly; while for the girls, syntoctic development was consider-
abiy_more_rapid. It shoulé be noted that the measure used was the
rate of acquisition or the nuaber of months from the emergence of
two viord utteranees until the gimtactic critesrion weas met,'ratﬁer
then either %hc‘chronological cage of the Lhild % the time when
syntcx energed or the chilé's chronological age when criterion
wes reached, |

Although the division cccordinzg $o sex could have resulied

-

from the size of the sommle thie observed sex diffcrence in this
cuege more rapialy than voys, This finding is not svariling al-
though it does cast some 1isht on noscible differences between
boys end girls. Althouvgh it is inverestins ©o note thet children

2y develoyn syniax slowly or ronidly cnd this distinction ey

]
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be sex-rclated, it would be more cnlightening to lkmow whetier

the kinds of structures that are used arc relatved to this speed-

(8]
]
Q
<k
[
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sex différenco. In other vor@s, ¢ ciyle differcnces
“which are relsted to speed of svnta¢fic'acquisition? The data
revecl neny indications thnt thils is the ccse. The tynes of
structures ennloyed annear to differ in severcl ways,
PRESYHTACTIC FORIES

The first indication of struciural differences in style’

was-in the uce of whot I have cealled presyntactic forms, Al-

thoush severzl tines of nresyntzctic formis were noted, each
(] g v X Z 4

involved the notion of extenition by means of an empty form.

The use of this empty extention occurred in several different

weys. |
1. A single'phongtic elenent vreceding & single word, i.e.
.
/1 ball/, /xiball/, /a 211/ and /i ball/ vere 211 used by
oﬁc child to'indicate the e:xistence of a ball.

2. Reduplicetion of o

]

ingle vord og in /ballvball/ wos used. to

point to o sinzgle boll in o non-recurrceat situation.,
.
3. A vhonetvically sichble unit wos usced in combinction witn

other words but in so nony different cituctions Thed no

3 ~

apnorent referent could be found, e.g. /iGi vell/ when reoch-

0

inz for 2 bzll, /iai belloon/ when aslzing the exteminer for
snother one, /idi donee/ when he hincelf wos Concing cnd
g

/idi nice/ while loolking ¢t o new toy. This is comparcble

to the Ariéy/ ohenomenon Ceseribed by 3loom (1973).

6
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The use of thesc 2rcoynicciic Torms wos extensive for those |
children who &cveloned synitcs: slovly cnd they were ecmnloyed
Throvzhout the ouservationnl neriod, The ronid develoners cither ‘
¢id no% use'*hcse Toime ¢l alls or if tiwoy &id copzors tiey werc

voed only to o iimiged legree or nrior to the onzet of oymtox.

The hecvy i continued dencndence uvunon fre°"n"“c:zc forms by the
slow éeveloners mey hove signcled their nossible Tuncition,. They

to deal with reference znd word order constroeinis. The ““éﬂvntac;m
fo

o]

s onmecred to be o way of easing into.s:imie:r that hllow-
- g -

ed o tronsition from single word utterances into symieox without

requiring the child to decl with content or ocnan“:c Tuncition.

This easing into symiaox by the slow develoners neyr 31Cn 2l a great-

er difficulty with syntzctic relations. TFor the renid develovers,

vvhere »nresymiaxz is minimcl or non-existent, the zcouizition of
synizx ney not precent the sane problens. .

COLPLEXIRY ANALYSIS

In the original enelysis, cach child's affirmative syntac-
tic uttercnces vere groumel zccording to o hypothesised simplicity-
complenivy” l*u’ cion which wee unield ceross oll seven children.
Within <hic co:vler“*y naodel Groun I urtc*ances,'the carliest
energing synicctic constructions, consicted of en expended single
commcticel elenent-either cn expanded subjeet, cizonded verbd |

or an expcided complement. Bxnonsions tiere congilicred to be the

either a subject, vcrb or comnlcment in nore

7
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than 2 single word. For excnmlc;/big ball/, nroduced as the child

threw o bzll, snecified an exnanded complenent whereas venne go/

0]

vecified an expended verv. Groun IT uttercnces ncre comnosed of
deupy £ 9

wio groaxmatvicel relations combined with no exronsion; €.8.»

subjeci+verb specifiicztion as in /nomny run/ or verb+complement

snecification s in /run home/. Uitterances in Groun III combined
icel relations one of which was expandel; e.g., ex—
panded subject+vcrb as in /big ball =211/ wken o b2ll rolled

off a2 skelf or verb+exzanded comeem nt ag in /go nome now/ wvhich
wes directed $o this exeminer by one of the childzrer., Finally,
G"oun IV vas comnosed of constructions‘in vhich 211 {hree grem-
naticel relations were comﬁineé iﬁ z subject+vern+complement

~ H

forn; e.zZ., /Lisz ea fust/ or /sSn oond f21l1 dovn/.

=}

¥

fhe rzte differences noted in length of time recuired to

ch criterion were reflected in tais simplicity-comnlexity dim-

ension. The ranid develoners moved very quickly from Grouvp I

vtterances throuzh Vo criterion once syntax emergeé, such thzt.
ot eccihh succecding session the next highexr level of comaleity

ves rewnres:zaved. In contrast, the slow developers zcouired 2
level of syatectic convlexnity. became Hroductive with it and

shien enmsloy ea thzt norticulor sentence tyvne for several weclks
or nonths before recching the neit hisher level of compleiiity.
IIDETERINATE COII3TRUCTIONS

The two sroung of children were zlco diviZed cccording to

vhether they nroduced uitercnces whichr foiled to ovserve woxd




i .
ences in which word order constraints were not observed constitut-
ed between 3.3% ond 3.3 of their total syntactic outnrui. In con-
rast, two of the slow syntactié developers did not »nroduce these
utterance types at all and for the onme child who did, they con=-
stituted .&% of his total synizctic outnut. .
The descrintive difference:?efween the two groups of child-

ren me J be related to speed of synteactic acquisition and syn-
tactic facility. The relative frecdom in word ordlering display- .

. t s R 4 .
ed by the rzpid aevelopers conpared with the tendzonce to maine-

Q.:

t2in word order disynl J bv the slow develope*s may signal & <.

dllference in risk-teki g B-hQV1or relsted’ to énced Although
-1t mlghu have been expected that the slow syntactic dgvélopers
viould have more difficult vy 1egrn1n~ English word order since
SJn%aS 'ppeared to present noxre brobiems,for them generally,
this opposite finding mzy ve explained by the notions of overt

.
)

s opposed to covert practice, Covert nractice would result in

o

adherence to English word order cnd might account for the slow

progression from one complexity level to the next in the slow

syntactic developers, viaerezs overt viord order practice would

resvlt in word oxrdering erroxs oroduced in @ rush to achieve
' [}

syntactic foeility.
SUBJECT V5. PRIDICATE SPECITICATION
Another measure of difference betwecn the two groups of

children wizs in relation to cubject cnd nircdicate smecification.

=

Recent litero tu?e on subject and »

9

~eC¢icote specification has




been in almost wiiverszl onreencnt resarding the scoucnce of

2
v

ion o

Hy

acquisi these two components. Researchers such as Sinclair
(1971), itenyuwl: (1869), Gruber (1C67) and Kellcy (1967) have gll
asserved that nredicate siructures emerge nrior Lo subject cirue~

turcs. 'In an ¢ffort to excmine this phenomenon, ezch of the child-

[ 4

ren's earliest symiccetic construciions were exomined For the ‘
specification of subjects and »redicates. The results of this

analysis revezled thot for each of the slow symicciic dcveloners

d
H
®
[of]

icate structures always cmerged Tirst with subjects always
being added severzl weells to months later, The ropid syntactic

teveloners however, produced utterences which specified both

2

subjects and nredicates from the onset of syntax. Thus, earlier
theoretical speculations regerding the order of cmergence of sub-
jects and predicated held only Tor onc style of syntactic'écquié~+
ition., This finding is. consonant with Bloom (1970) since she found
thot of her three subjécts, the two zirls gwpecified all three
grammatical relations when they were first 6bserved end the only
boy concentrated most hecvily on nrecicate constructions. 3
SUIZZARY OF SYHTACTIC STYLES

The foregoing symicctic anclyses revezl two dictinet styles

of syntecivic acouigition., These linsuvictic styles opnear to be
s

ific tiec to narticular utter-

(]
l._l
(%]
<k
(o]
o
]
}_J.
cr
o
6]
iJ
0
Q

seix- and gneel- T

cnce types ocnd grammeticel relational snecificotions. Thus, not

only oare there individucl cifferences in lincuistic zcquisition

but, these differcnces arc grouncble into distinet styles ol cyntac-

tic acquisition with the differences swecifying the chorcctcrictics

of cazch style. ‘ 10
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