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Linguistic Complexity versua Percoptual Complexity

in Person Pronoun Acqu151tion1 . SV

’

_Elizabeth A. Sharpless® . e

hd

-

It is well~-known that children generally learn the menbers of rela-

"'tlonal uord'sets <« word sets such as more-less, before-after - in a

standard order. One interpretation of ‘this phenorenon whlch has re= ., >

ceived much currency argues thdt these orderings dLrectly reflect the

. relative oonplezlty of these words in formal linguistic andlysis

(H. Clark. 1973). On this interpretation, the fact that more is learned
earlier than less is vieved as a consequence of the,!act that more is
the less Complex member of this pair in formal linguist1c analysise.

The study reported herein'evaluated the llngu1stic complexity hypoth-
esis in the case of children's acquisition of the singular, non-neuter
person pronouns of EﬁtliSh.B Conslder1nglthe acqﬁrs1tion order of
these pronouns‘by person - first, second, third - the results indicated
that the critical variable detetmining acqulsition order in this case
was not linguistic but pereeptual complexity. The data further indi-
cated that the child's decenter1ng in the Speech event also plays a
central ‘role in the acquisition of proaomznal mennlngs. These results
are taken as evidence against the use,ox formal devices as explanations

of semantic development. : /."

.

?redlcting pronoun acgp151tlon order from linguistic complexity.

~ In formal linguistic analysisy the meanings of words in a relat1onal
YWord set are represented as a set” of binary dlstinctive feature con-

'trasts. One ®f the binary values, generally the positive value, can

often be determined to be unmarked, ij.e., less complex, according to

»

1. This paper is based on my Columbia University doctoral dissertation
(1974). The research.was supported by NIMH Fellowship FO 1 MH
4999-01, 02 and NSF Giant GS-32776: I am indebted to Tom, Bever for
advice on the manucscdipt. An earlier version of this paper wvwas.
presented at the angu1stic Society of Arerica Summer ‘Meeting,

- Tampa, 8., July 1975.

£ L1ﬁgu1stics, CUNY Graduate Center, 33 West 42 St.,
10036. = ,

3, These are: firsl ¥son - I, me, my, mine; second person = you,
. your, yours; third person - he, him, his, she, her, hers.
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a variety of criteria (Gfeenbepg, 1966). The set of feature contrasts .
is arranged hicrarchially with the featuses at the top of the hierarchy
being the rore general ones, i.e., the feetures wpich‘are relevant to
defining the gfeatest number of words in the set (Bierwisch, 1967).

In 1earn1ng a sct of relational words, the child s task is to learn
the list of semantic feature contrasis whlch def1ne the words. The
fact that relational words are learned in standard orders establisheé
that children do not go about this task in a randor fashion -but rather

consistently léarn certain aspects of a feature analysis before others.

- It is the‘conteﬁ%ion of the linguistic complexity hypothesis that the

sequence children follow directly reflects linguistic complexity as
indicated by markedness and feature ordering. That is, children leara

. b ol :
the unmarked value of each feature before¢ the marked value; children

" learn the feature contrasts im. an ofder'congrueﬁt with the'order in

formal linguistic analysls. To apply the 1in5uist£ﬁ coﬁpleiity hypoth-
esis to person pronouns, therefore, we must first specify the feature
contrasts which define the three pronoun persons and then deternine’
‘how markedness and feature ordering apply to this“feature dnalysis.

The two‘feature ang}ysis of person pronouns uéed'i; the research
is due to ‘Huxley (1970). The anulye1s is motlvated by a consideration
of th organlzat1on of the speech event in ternms of its several-par=
’;2§£;i;¥s. The focal point of any speech event is the speaker. In~
deed, any speech event presupposes a speeker. The speaker, togethcr
wvith the person addressed, form the comﬁunication dyad. As particip-

ants in the dyad the speaker and person addressed are sct off from

all third parties. Thus, we can d1st1nguish two feature contrasts:

¢
N

~

first second third
pergon person person
Ego N - -
Involvement in the . . -
Comnunication Dyad . . .

" +Zgo (or Speakcr) versus ~Ego whigh contrasts f{irst person with second

~nd third person; and +Involvenment in the Communlcation Dyad versus

-Involvenent, which contrasts first and secornd person with third

ﬁﬂ
person.

Which of two categories is the unmarked one is often determined by

considrring plural forrationy The category used to represent the

e
.
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Cquination of the two - day for day and 31533, padres for padre and
madre - is taken to be the doninart, i.e., urnmarked category. ‘rit-
ing on the person pronouns, Fbrchheimer (1951) has observed thht it
is universally the case that, when "the upeakor is part of the group,
the whole group becomes a first person plural” (p. 96) Translated'
into terms of feature analysis, this means that, when first person
(+Ego) .is combined with second or third person (-Ego), the resulting
plural is defined-as +Ego, e.g., in Eng11sh 1 combined with you re;
sults in we, a first éerson plural., Since +Ego represcnts the con-

bined c~tegories, +Ego and -Ego, in the plural, it is +Ego which is

" the dominant, unmarked value.. A parallel pattern holds for +,~In-

volvement. "If one addressed and many others are mentioned, the
whole becomos a plural of the second person...'(Forchheirer, pe 96).
In terms»of feature analysis, this mea;s that, when second person ’
(+Involvenment) is combined with third person (-Involvement?, the re-
Bultirg plural_lsxdefinod as +Involvehent. In English for examplo.
you <cambined with he results in a second person plural, a plural
you &8 in "If you and he don't eat d1nner, neithcr of you will get
dessert." Since +Involvement represents the combincd categories,
+Involvenont and Involvenent, in the piural it is +Involvement which
is the dominqnt‘ unnarkdd value.’
‘ Turn1ng to feature orderlng, we appear to have a probleh Accord-
ing to the matrix on pg. 2, both feantures are equally general since ’
both play a role in defining each of the pronoun persons. The prob-
lem can bo resolved, houever, i we_ “can find grounds for selectlng
one of the.features as the more basice Th#s will permit us t0korder
the features_and as as*consequence enable us to vrite a redundancy
rule eliminating one of the cell entries for the less basic foature
from the matrix. The simplicity thus achieved will reveal the more
bagic feature to' bg the' zore general one, as welle ‘ '
Huxley (1970) has argued that, of the two features, it id Bgo which
is more basic. ler decision is motivcteg by the following considera~
tions: the speacer is the focal point of the spccch evont andy thus
the primary dichotorny is botween. the speqkor and a11 others; every
utterance neeessarily implies "I, the spcaker, say that...". Lyons
(1%?8) has also argued that the primary contrast is between

. t . , ~
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first person pnd not-first person, i.e., ¥,-Ego. For Lyons, this

decision is motivated by the fact that there are a greater variety
of plural forms for first person‘versus second and third across
languages. While Lyons does not note the fact, his argdment gains
force from Forchheimer's observotion that in the historical development
of plural systems ,for pronouns, the plurals begin in first person and
éubsequently spread to secbnd and third. : : .
With thé features ordered Ego before Involvement, the redundancy
. rule we write is +Ego predicts +Involvement. This rule eliminates
+Involvement from the feature’srecifications for first person. 1In
plain English, what this rule otates iq.that first person can be de-
fincéd simply a8 "boing speaker". ‘ The further specification; "being
involved in the communication dyad," is unnecessary since, given that
one is speaker, it follows that one is involved in the comnunication
dyad. %ith +Involvement eliminated from the definition of first per-
son, Ego emerges aB the more general feature.
The foutu%e analysis for porson pronouns can now be erreseﬁted in
. terms of a treo dlagram which reflects the relative linguistic complex~

.ity of the features and feature values:

+Ego - | ©. =Ego

let person’ _ not-lst person

(unnarked) N (marked)

+ +Involwement - | ~Involvemont

- : , 2nd person 3rd person 5
% . (unmarked) . (marked)

- . '
-

The tree diagrar helps cxplicate the order in whichAporson pronoﬁns
should be acquired if this order directly reflects linguictic complex-
»itj. Spocifically, the child will initially léarn the oontrast ;,-Ego,
learning first tho unrnrked velue of this contrast. Thus, first péroon
should be learned first. Following this, the child will learn the twvo
persons - Becond and third - which corprise -ugo, i.e., ‘not-first

person. To learn pither of these, the child must also learn the

G
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contrast +,-Involvement which distinguishos between them. Given that

the child will learn unrarked Involvement before marked Involvement,

second person should be learned\before third. Thﬁs, the predicted or- . .

der is: first person, second person, third person.
Y Data from dgscripfive studies of spebch producticn dp in fact gup-

port this prediction. First persoﬂ singular is usually learned fifsg, \
appé;ring non-stereotypically in speech at about 20 ﬁonfhs (Leépold; ’
1949), The paucity of data on pronounsiin specech between 24 and 30 '
nonths nmakes ‘the ‘exact.time of the emergencé of second and third per-

son singular rore difficult to place: However, both are learned by

about 36 months with second person gaining in frequency earlier than
third person (Goodenough, 1938; Young, 1942; Huxley, 1970).

The data from.speech production,«ﬁowever, cannot be taken'as'd$f-

" initive cvidence for the linguistic coﬁplexity'hypqthesis. H. Clark

(1973) cites several factors.besides linguistig_coﬁpleiity which may

be manifested in the acquisition order of relational words in speocch.,

He states thdf.the cyitical test of the hypotheéis nust be the acquis-

ition order found in compfchension. ‘
- ) .

An experiment to determine person pronoun acqu sition order.

Method. Since a key feature of person pronouns is their shifting

+

.reference, it was not deomcd sufficient to test understanding of -

N - . ) A
these words  only when the child was directly addréssed. “One wants to )
know, at least, whether .the child understands you when it ref.rs to
others besides hipseif. This consideration called attention to the,

-

L, It is worth noting the following: given that the pos{%i;e value of

each feature is unnarked, thc only rossible way to or the two
features so that the linguistic complexity hypothesis makes sense
is "Ego before Involverient. If Involvemerit were ordered\sg?brghigo,
we would get the following tree diagram (incorporating the redin_.
dancy rule, -Involvement predicts -Ego): :

. .
-Involvenent +Involvement

+Eg6 j -Ego / \

With this arrangerment of features, the prediction would be for
children to learn third person - marked Involvement - initially.
Thus, considerations of linguistic compléxity are in fact irrele-
vant to the claim that Ego will be learned before Involvement.

[
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existence of two distinct comprehension contexts ~ child as person'ad—
dressed, child as-bnlooker - a variable wh1ch,'as it turned out pro=-

vided telllng ev1dence against the linguistic cormplexity hypothesis.

Three boys: and 3 girls - all nmiddle class, ‘native speakers of English °

., = were, Gtudied over a period of about five months beg1nning when they
were betveen 20-22 months old. Comprehenslon data for each child 1nd1u—
idually were gathered at four measurement per1ods. Each mensurement
‘poriod involved five half-hour test sessions conducted on eonsecut1ve
days. .An interval of four weeks ccparated the end of ode measurement
period from the beglnning of ‘the next.5

A8 noted above, and a8 illustrated in Fig. 1 (pg. ?). the chmprehen-

sion tests required tho .children to respond to requests in two types of

'A‘conversatlonal situation' one in which the child was per n addresced-

-y ©

one in which the chilid was onlooker. .Each conversa al situatirn was
constructed so that, given a request with.a particular pronoun person
-,first; second, third - the’' child could make a tesponse to speeker,
.person addreaued or onlooker (as well as miscellaneous respoipes).
This Was aCCONpllshed as follous, ' ’

In the s1tuet10n in which the child was person addressed, two exper-
imenters alternated as speaker and onlooker. ‘heh in thc person ad-
dressed role, the child was asked directly to respond to requests which
systemically varicd-the person pronouan e.g.y, the spoaher would say:
"Susie, tickle my nose'; "Susie, tickle” your hose"-Q§usie, tickle his/
her nose" (the gender of the pronoun being matched to the sex of the.
odiooker). "In the situation in vhich the child was inooker, two ex-~
périmenters alternated as speaker and person addressed. When in the
onlooker role, the child was asked indirectly to respond to requests
which , again, systemically varied the person pronoun, e.g., the spealc>

er would. say: '"Susie will tickle my nose," etc.

5. Becausc of illnesses and the like, this precise schedule was not al-
rays maintained. Howev.r, deviations wore infrequent and minor. .

6. The design dlctnted that the boys vwere tosted only cn his and the
girls only on her in the onlooker situation. To match the person

addressed oitunticn with the onlooker *situaticd in this respect,
only.female exr-rimenters worked with the girls. For the boys, it

was p0031b10 to have only one of thec experimenters lgo male since the .

author had to act 4s an experimenter with all subjects. Thus, in
the person addressed sltuat1on, the girls were tested only on her,
4the boys on his and her.
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-Figure 1: Testing Paradigms for the Two Conversational Situations

)
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Child as Person Addressed

.

Ferson
Addressed

Onlooker

' 7

Susie, tickle my nose.
Susie, tickle your nose.
Susie, tickle her nose.

Speaker

Chilisas Onlooker

Person
. Addressed

)

\ Onlooker

(feather)

Susie will tickle
my nose.
Susie will tickle

your nose.
Susie will tickle
her nose. .

Speaker




The situation in which the child was person adiressed was tested
during the first threc measurenment periods so that longitudinai data
for each of the 6 children was obtained .for this context. The more
difficult situation in which the child was onlooker was tcsted only
during the final measurement period. Since it was not possible to add
further measurement :erio&s to obtain longitudinal data .for this con-
text, the tcsts of the 6 children as onlookers were supslemented by
testing 3 additional children of similar age. These three,also middle
class native English speakcrs, were tested for ,one neasurement period
in the onlooker situ-tion. °

At each measurement period, an effort was made to, adrinister to
each child a total of 2h.requests, 8 for each pronoun person. While
the children were not always coopcrative enough to allow all 2k re-
quests to be administered, it was possible to obtain responses to at
least 20 of the requests about 85% of the time. There were never few-
er than 14 requests responded to at a given measurcment period.

Three final points on mcthodology. (1) Only genitive pronouns were
employed since recquests involving otger grammatical cascs would have
uniquely rarked'yitb the reflexive, requests to the child to respond
to himself: "Tickle yourself'" in the person addressed situationj "Tic-
kle himself" in the onlooker situation. Because the order of acquisir
tion of posscssive pronouns is identical to that of the_non-possessiVe
forms in'speech.production (Young, 1942), it was felt that liniting
the stimuli in, this way would not limit the generality of the results.
(2) To insure that responses evidenced linguintic understanding of
pronouns, Plneslcuhariables were controlled in this way: no gestnres
werc used in tcst1ng and, in each convérsational situation, the
spcaker controlled visual cues by looking only ot the person addressed.
(3) The children vere praised for any response to a screch event role,
whether the correct role or not, so that cooperation would be main-
tained while trzining was avoided. ,

Results. The data ahalysis deter-ined ncquiEitian ord-r in each
conversaticnal BltU°t10n. It had been hoped at the beginning of the
research to, obta1n 1- nrltudlnal data for each ch11d 'in each ccnversa~-
tional situaticn such that the developmental prorression for each
child from no understnndlng to full understa ;ding of each pronoun

could be charted. As noted ewrller, tkis was not posoiblo in the on-

iy
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looker situation. The r@sulte‘rcvcaled that this goal'could not be
realized for the pcrcon addressed situaticn either since.the children
were at different levels of com prehension and no. child progres,ed =
from zero to perfect undcrstqnding over the threc reasurement periods
involved. Consequently, it wac decided to order the children in

terfms of co- prehcnsicn in each conversational sittntion.7 The partic-
ulars of the date aralysis were as foldows.

‘An initial analjsis of rcsults tallied eech child's ;esponses at
each measurc ment period to each promoun percon according to U4 re-
spohse categories: responue to s:ceaker; to person addressed; to on-
looker; other responsgc. This tally recvealed the existence aof vari-
ous responce biases' however, these biases did not reflect the clear-

ut patterns of leéxical overextension found in other rtudies of rela-

nal words (e.g., E. Clark, 1971). °

iQ%q obtain a measure of pronoun conprehension which controlled for
these ‘biases, a phi -correlation (lalker & Lev, 1953) wvas used. The

sample\hgrrelntion matrix for corzprchension of my shows how this

statistic\qorked.
\ ;- ’
_ Linguistic’ besponses to All Other| .,
*8timulus Speaker Responses | Total
‘my - 7 1 8
your; his,her 2 1& 16 e
“Total 9 15 . 2k '
e .

phi = +.73, pg .01
Briofly, the phi-correl:tion provided a mecasure of the oxtent to
which the children had

speech evert role. The

iscriminated the appropriate pronoun for each

i-correlation may vory from +1.0, indicating

that a given pronpun and the role it designates are each paired only
with the other, to -1.0, imjicating that a given pronoun is never

C paired with its correct role! but that cach is always paired inappropri-
ately. Cero] :tions' for cuch\child mere corputed for each pronoun’
person - firct, second, third * at cach @easurcmont perird and teoted

Jor significance at the .01 and .05 levels.

7. This procedure adnittedly assumed th-t there is a ,singlo develop- ' |
rmental path the children were fpllow/pg in erch coﬂvercational .
situationa

A )
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This correlaticn analysis was used to align the children in n develop-
mental sequence in ecach conversational situaticn with overall perform-
ance as evidenced by the correlations being the basis for rdnking. Then,
within each developmenta “scquonco, the trends for first, second and
third person co~prehension® \@re conmpared.

The most plausible 1nterpﬂ§tat10n of the developﬂontal sequence in
which the child was person addfbssed (Table 1, pgs 11) does support the
11ngu1st1c complexity hypothes1s., For the least advanced chlldren,

Peter and Allen, there are occas1on€1 s1gn1f1cant correlati-ns which

‘establish no clear-cut acquisition oxder. Fowever, vhen these correla-

tions are considered in the light of;thcir overall erratic performqnce
(and of their.poor performance in the dglooker situdtion), these few
éignificant results scem more to reflecgythe difficulties of statistical-
ly ovaluating data on eagxly language developrent rather than to reflect

' Poter's and Allen's truq level of comprehension. Focussing on those
children whose overall performance did indicate a progressive increase »
in corprehension, theré is clearly a trend for first persen to prgcede
second and sccond person to precede third. Turning to the dﬂﬁgTjimontal
sequence for thc situation in which the' ch11d uas onlooker (Table 2,
pg. 12), one flndg a different. pattern, however. While here again, *first
person is comprechended earliest, it is second person and rot third per-

. son vhich is corprehended. 1pat. . -

The acquigition order in the onlooker contprt &if *ﬁh frqm>the pre-
dicted order specifically in the permutation of,second and third pcr-
son: the prediction that firgt porson would be lenrned first vas sus-
tained. This latter fact in Buf”1cient2§b rrovide support for at least
twQ of the claims of the lingiistic complexity hypothesis: ﬁ% the on-
looker situation, it was the rore general Zgo feature witich was the

'first'featuro contrast dicuriminatod; within the Zgo contrast, it was
the unmarked value, +Ego, which was learned first. Thé perimutation of _
second ard third rorson coﬁﬁtcrs only one prediction of the linguistic
conplexity hyrothesis, viz., in the onlooker situati n’, the cbildren

‘\" .
found raried Involvaecent eocsier to diceri~inate than unmarked Involve-

ment. Since it is only in this single resrect that the onlooker
<:f??ﬁntion acquisition order fails to sustain’ the linguistic complex- °
ty hy, othesis, one may aslt how strong a cacge these dhxq make against

A’-’yxw : [0 o
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‘Table.1: DeveIOpﬁental sequence for person addressed éituation.
[“ e
' . 'Testing & ‘Phi-correlation for.: 7 ,
: ‘ ‘Subject Interval my 4 Yyour his/her X
\ i o : e -
1 . S e )
B W/ Y 2 13 .55 | ‘
\Peter 2 o .51\-"‘ ol+l+‘ - .27 . . ' U ’
' 3 -1k L =.09, 32 | |
1 -f- ) .l}l}* ] <’16 053.‘ S ?
. A'llen 2.. ’ ' .00 .‘ 011 “'.36 “
o 3 . 29 .02 .29
R ) . - . 1‘ ’ - .00 ) . .02 \ "'.os.
Y ange; 2 .27 w09 w00 e
L I TR 674 14
. . 1 . .73‘.‘ . .97‘ ‘ 5 l -.15
o Sally 2 o 69%* , .28 «26 '
‘. b3 N ) ‘. ‘ . A 0 3 ) ‘ - 1.00‘3 u' .55“ . .30
' B . N , . R
‘ _ 1 - o o .91.:: .63tt ‘ ..66:&# - PEREI
Kemny - -~ 2 .50% .13 .10 S
s . . Ty . 3 .91.‘ .91#t l.oo#y‘
- : ,
o 1 N 91k 61**
ORI T | T
Karina ™ 2" T W81 .81 .&%:‘
L 3 S W63 77 630 !
e = gignificant at é O1l; * = significant at é «05
; ' Significance ﬁgsts employed the formula ﬁxﬁz teéted on a

chi square diZ¥ribution with 1 df (Valker & Lev, 1953).

“
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Table 2: Developmental sequence for onlooker situation.
. Phi-correlation for )
Subject’ my - . your his/her -
‘Peter . ".26 . ‘-.20 ) D‘ .13 ) \
T Anne - > .00 006 -005 v
_ Allen {6 -.38 -.02
Sally ©91%* =15 ' o50% X
, - Karina ".29 e .52
\ q).’ Jasper,; 60** Lo «59** . ’
Jeérry .72 .56* ‘072 .
Kenny 1.00%* > 1,00** 1.00%* _
-..Jd1i11 - 1.00** 1.00** 1.00**
o _ s1g. at _/—j «01; ""> = §ig. até. 05,
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hypothesis.8 For several reasons, the answer to this question must be

a very strong case indced.
- The linguistic complexity hypothes1s makes the claim that iinguistic

complexity is the variable which constrains acquisition order. Since

the data presented here evidence an instance in which this variable

‘does not constrain acquisition order, the data are sufficient to reject

.

the hypothesis.

As a repiy_to this evidence, of course, onefmight attempt totmoderate
the hypothesis - rather than abandon it - by arguing that, whilewling-
uistic complexity constrains acquisition order in riost instances, there
are certain exceptions to this rule in vhich other factors will be the
determining variable. Such a reformulation of the hypothesis suffcrs,
however, from the fact that it is totally ad Egé: it su%gests no basig
for deciding vwhere such exceptions will occur and, nore importantly,
fails to indicate why these. exceptions should exist yond these defi-,
ciencies, though there is a riore profound reason for rejectlng this
reformulation. Specifically, it is possible to explain all pects of
the acquisition order of person pronoyns in both/conversatloial 81:33-“
tions in terms of the relative conplexlty of the percepts whlch uﬁg?rlle
the semantic concepts involved. Since a perceptual complexity hypotheQ\\
sis succieds not only in accounting for the one result whlch the ling-

uistic complexity hypothesis does not account*’tr but’ also accounts

equally well for all results vhich llngulstic complexlty does account

for, there is clearly no motivation to retaim linguistic %?mplexlty &

L]

an explanatory factor for any aspect of person pronoun acquisiti order.

Of course, the question remains whether linguistic complexlty’}s viable
&

‘as an explanat1on of the acquisition order of other relotionél words.

~ We will take up this question shortly

8., It should be noted that the evaluation of the results have been
weighted to make the best case for the vredictive validity of the
linguistic complexity hypothesis. The case suffers 1+-the prediction
that +,-mgo ic lerrned before +,-Involverent is. interpreted not as
a prediction about the relative complexity of the fcatures but as a
necessary consegquence’ of the predict#ion that the unmarked value is
learned before the rarked value (ftnt. 4, DEe 5). On this inter-
pretztion, the hypothesis nalkes only two claims - +ugo before ~Igo
and +Involvement before -Involvement - so that, 1qtcrms of eVa1u1t1ng
the hypothe51s, we find that it was only 50" successful - not 66%
successful - in predicting acquisition order:in the onlooker &itua-
tion, ’

™
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- spond/ to the speaker anyway,. at least when directly addressed. For the
concept of involvement in the qpmrun1cution dyad, there is evidence

"that the correlute percept 1nv01ves being the focus of the speaker's 1

" the children to orient visually to the,

14

e
A percentual account of person pronoun gcqu*sltlnn' rder, //
ests sugrested

The,c ildren's behavior during éhe5EQmprehehsio
d being involv

in the ommunlcdt1on dyad (+Involvement) have perceptual correlatés

which e dlscrlmineted before the related sem tlc concept learned.
For th concaept of being speaker, there is evidence that the correlate
percept is the auditory stimulus prov;ded by the speaker. two ch11dren

who did not yet know first person - Peter and Allen - tended to re-
!

/
visual attentlon during conve;satnon. in the oplooker role, the child-

ren'chareeteristically ﬁried to obtain visual cues from the speaker as

/

a,prerequlslte for responding but thesc a tempts diminished as under:

standing of second and third person nrogr sSed,
. How can these percepts be invoked to eaplain acqu1sit1onvorder° Vie

can answer this question if we poslt that apy rcept functlons to call
hntic concept and that each

the child's attention to the related sern

.perCept does this with more or 1ess shc ess’ epending on its salience

to the child in each conversaﬂlgnal roli

The\most salient percepthal fact abomnt the speech event for the

J‘

chlldre , regardless of conVersatlonal context, ,appeared to be the

auditory stimulus provided by the spealer. thether the child was in-

side or outside the dyad, it was the apditory stimulus which prompted

sveaker and the speech event.

Since the auditory stimullis is correl te with the semantic concept of

“be1ng spealer,' thece observdtlons explain why ‘the children learned

first person first in'both conversat1 nal sltuations.

In contrast with the auditory stlm 1us produced by the speaker, the
visual attention between speaker and person addressed vhich deflned the
dyad was a less ‘salient featursa of the speech eVGnt. But more than
th1s,,the salience to the ch11d of this visual bond varied across

conversetlonnl situaticns.. Uhen the children vere in the d)ed thcy

cor‘zanded the spcﬁier's visual attention. The children reciprocated
this attention and attended to the conversational situgtion rather than
to objects and events outside the dyad. These considerations explain’

why the children, when in the person addressed role, found the concept

16
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‘nvolvement (defined perceptually in terms of lack of the speaker!s
visual attention) relatively more conmplex than +Involvement.. In the

case of the'onlooker situation, the facts were quite different. V'“hen out-

‘Bide the dyad, the children did not rececive the speaker's visual atten-

tion and their aforementioned attempts to gain this atterntion indicated
they vere weli aware of this fact. Thus, when the children were in the
onloq&er role: they first attended to their own non-involvement in the
dyad and ‘only secondarily concerned themsclves with where the speaker -

was looking. These perceptnal .considerdtions explain why, in the onlook--

53’5ituation, -Involvement wag- Y1ess salient to the'children than -Involve-

ment. Lﬁ .

The foregoing analysis shows how we may, by considering perceptual
complexify,-obviatc the need to appeal to linguistic complexity to ex-
plain the acquisi}ion order of person pronouns. Is there evidence that
perceptual conplexity can displace 1inguf ic complpxity»as an explana-
tion for the acquisition order of othor rjggtional words?\ In a study of
the acquisition order of onm, igvénd under - Fomewhat different from the
present study in that_it'ié directedApriﬁé}ily to-explaining the patterns

of lexical overextengion found in reponses to these words - E. Clark

- (1973) suggests that percentual complexity may be a critical element

determining the in, on, under ordering Shat she found< VWhile making
this observation, however, Clark does ;not proceed to develop perceptual
complexity as an alternative hypothesié to linguistfc complexity. This
is an unfortunate limitation of her studyy especially since the ordering
of in before on is in direct conflict with the predictions of linguistic
complexity (H. Clark, 1973). |

+

Decentration in the acquisition of person pronouns. v ~

The order in which'person prongij% - and other relational words- are
learned is hardﬁy the only issue w 'éh must be dealt with by a theory

of the vau181t10n of thesec words. Another, equéllf significant problem
concerns how children cone to apprec1ate the shlfting reference vhich
glves these words_thelr relational character. The linguistic complexity
hypothesis, of coursé: offers no solution to this pr‘plem.m Granted,
this is ho reason to reject the”hypiths%gz onemsaﬂﬁit fault an h¥pothe_
sis about X for not being an hypothesis &bout Y. However, I have found
that, by taking a broader vieﬁ of the problem of semantic development -

specifically; a view which encorpasses the quéstion of relational under=

. 1 bi
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Btand1ng one can arrive at an answer to a questi n which should be ad-
dressed by the 11ngu1st1c complexlty hypothes1s but is not, viz., what
prompts children to attend to the relatively more complicated senmantic
concepts they nust 1earn? Beforé offering an answer to this question,
though, I must spell oyt the problem involv&d in the child's attaining
relational nnderstand1ng.

. It is a characterlst1c of non-relntlonal as well as relational words y
that, while their meanings &are flxed, their reférence can shift. Thus, o -
I‘'can say adpple in two different contexts and in each context Tefer
to a different exemplar Qf this word. Ho:ever, in the ease Qf relaticn-
al words, the issue of shifting reference takes on a rather different
aspect. U“hile I cannot say of one and the same piece of fruit that it
is an apple in one context but not ancapple in another, I can describe
a particular bowl of aprles as having hggzg in one context but less
in another. The possibility of aprlying concep%s which are polar oppos- )

ites to the selfsame referent,‘ﬁhich is the distinctive characteristic
of relational words, obtains also in the case of person pronounse.
wherees i am referreq to as I when I am speaker, I am referred to as‘
you when I am addressed and as, he ( sche ) when I am outside the
dyad. ‘ Co b .

In thelliterature'on person»ﬁronoun acquicition, the question of how
children learn the rnelational nature of these words has been the object

_ef frequent cowﬁenﬁ ~ and puﬁziement. After all, it has been observed,

the child is addreésed as Jyou by others who call themselves I ..
thy, then, don't children take you to mean themselves and I, those they

address? Since this mistake would result in pronoun roversal in spcech,
,:7. it is obvious that few children make thisc error. As Shipley & Shipley
(1969) have noted, most children use person pronouns in speech correctly s
_from the outset. : '
‘ I believe that the source of this puzzle resides in the fact tliat ’
g the only 1nformatann thought relevant to its solution has been the in=-
rfornat;on the cnild garners vhen he ic dlrectly addressed. If we in-
stead posit that, prior to using poerson pronouns in speech, children
atteﬁd to the way these words are used both vhen they are in thc dyad

and outside it, thc pieces of the puzzle fall into place quite easily.

That is, ibﬁ'attexd1ng to conversat1ons both as person addrossed and as

onlooker,‘tho child learns that first person does nct refer only to

‘ L
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People spcaking to him but to anyone who is speaking, that second per-
son doesn't refer to himself exclusively but to anyone when they are .
addressed, and that th1rd person refers to anyone w» child included -
when they are outside the dyad. 9

If this solution is correct, then we should find porson pronouns com-
prehended in both convorsational situations before these words are used
“appropriately in speeCh.r In the presént study;'it vas possiﬁie to test
this prediction for the.6 children who participated in both situafions
p;ﬂusing spontaneouq’speechﬁproduction data which was taped at each test
session. Specifically, comprehension in the¢ onlooker situation (at
measurement period 4) and in the person addressed situation (at measure-’
ment period 3) were compated with pronoun production (at measuroment
period 4). The production data of course included only those occurreﬁceq
of pronouns which were not reversals. (In accord/ﬁith Shipley & Shipley,
I found only a handful of reversals in the speech samples.)

On the whole, this comparison yieldgﬁ the expected results. As )
Table 3 (pg. 18) indicates, for second and third person, a statistically
significant degreec of compfehension'in both situations was achieved be-
fore these pronouns Qg;e used in spcech more than incidentally. Assum-
ing that the children;developed normelly and did not begin to reverse
these pronouns after g& visits to fhemaceaséd, ve may conclude that sec-
ond and third person are cdmprchended in both comprehension situations
before they are learned in speech. The frcquent, apparcntly corrcct use
of firgt persom prior to full comprehension, which was not expected, may
be atffibuted to an carly gdﬁe cuo‘%se of first person noted by Leopold
(1949). Before comprehending ‘first pcrsoﬁ, the children may have imit-
ated phrases like’'mine, I wanna as part of mimicking a total action

schema, for example, claiming ownership of an objectalq° . >

»

9. Pronoun revcrsals are characteristic of autistic children, a phenomen-
on sometimes ascribed to psychogenic causcs (Bettelheim, 1967). An alwm
ternative explan:-tion - and a plausible one given the perceptual behav-
ior of these children (Hermelin & O'Commor, 1970) - is that autistic
children do not attend to the conversations of others.

10. This.sugpestion pains support firom the fact that.the ome child who
understood my in noither context and one of the 3 who understood it
only in onc context vere distinguished from the other children by a

_ preferience- in speech for the.genitive forms, forms which seem par-
ticularly likely to be used stereotypically. Ipterestingly, the _
children vho did not yet understand my in both.contexts were not dis-
tinguished by a2 reliance on their proper names for self-refcrence.
All the children at one time or other used their own names
where fert person was appropriate.

(; *
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- Table 3:,Comprehonsiqn°in both ‘Bituations versus pro

\

FPirst person

# of childre
comfrehendingng&in-

[ —

t

who used fope singuiar
incidentally in gpeech

18

ductibn.
~

who used f.p. singular ,
more than,incidontallyé

néithcr situation
one Bituation
both situations

L)

Second person

# of children
comprehending your in-

0
0
0

who used s.pe. singular
incidentally in specech

1 -
3
2

S .

who used é.p. singular
rmore than incidentally

neither situation
one situation

both situations

Third person

# of children
conpreiiending his/her im

<
2

2

who used t.p. 8ingular
incidentally in speech

0
o
0

who used t.p. singuler
pmore than incidentally

neither situation
one situation

bqth situations

3 .
l
v 2

—~

a

0
0

0

G s

a. The criterion for "comprochending' was a ﬁhi-correlation significant

at .05.

~ ~

b. Use of a pronoun person was judged incidentaly if it accounted for

™
a4

20

1ess than 1% of the morphemes in the speech samploe.




) nakes to the chi¥d's understanding of person pronouns as relational words

" drossed situstion (Petcr and Allen) did not manifest this bias in the

. onlooker situation. By.diminjéhing the salience of the auditory percept,

bﬁhdcr11es t.e ;c“turc~ inVolvcpont in thc conmzunication dyad. Finunlly,

contrast between 4Involvcment and ~ Involvemefnit’, X have already mecn-

\ ‘ : “ : 19

One way of ihtcrpreting the contribution that the onlooker situation /i_

is in terms of Piaget's (1966) concept of decentration. The child's per-
spective on the communiﬁatipn dyaé %s personyaddressed is a limiting one
vhich, if not corrected fBr, would produce an egocentric understanding
of prononinal meanings centercd on a 51nglc viewpoint, The onlooker sif-
uatlon is thus the vehlcle whoreby the child - through displacing hls/}tn
body - is able to decenter so as to coordinate his own viewpoint wi#h
the viewpoints of others.

Having placded the onlooker situation in the framegdfk of Fiagetian
&heory, we are now in a position to understand how it may contribute to
the .child's discrimination of the'semantié feature contrasfs. I menticned
earlier that the 1inguiptidfcomp1exity hypothesis raises an'important
question for which it provides no answer, viz., how do children comé to
attend to the more complex semantic concepts they must learn? The per-
ceptual complexity hjkbthesis, taken together with the decentration stra-
tegy“I have des¢ribed, offers a natural solution to this problem. Decen-
tering p vidds a device whereby the perccptual distortions inherent in a
single vitwpoint arc overcome: as the child observes the learning situa-
tion from diffecrent perspectives, the relative salience of features and
feature values is mitigated or totally roversed for the child.

In the case of person pronouns, there is evidence that deccnter1ng via
the onlooker situation mitigated perceptual distortione in the following
ways. First, the deccentration strategy ovidéntly’moderated the salience
of the auditory percoﬁ%méorrelate wvith the concept of being spealer for

the two children who had a response bias to speakoer in the person ad-

the decentration strategy would enable the children to appreciate that
there are cortain pcople who figure in the speech event but who do not
spcak and thereby illunincte for‘the children the cdntrast between being
speaker (+Ego) and not’being speaker (-Ego). Again, by din}nishing the
salionce of the auditory percept, the hecentration strategy would enable

the children to attend to the rolntively more "subtle vigual percept which

the decrntration strategy fzoilitated the children!s appreciation. of tho '

< 2.;
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tiqned the children's behavior in the onlooker situation with respect to
visual attention. In helping the children to appreciate that they were
not the necessary recipient of the speaker's attention during conversa~
tion, the decentration strategy clarified for them the boundaries of the
‘comﬁunication dyad as defined by the visual bond between speaker and
pe}son addressed and thereby called attention to the exiFtence of the
contrast +Involvement, -Involvement. !

I have labelled decentration a "strategy" in the acquisition of per-
son pronouns. Since the identification of strategies of semantic devel-"
opment has been a majof concern of E. Clark (1973)) we may ask how the
decentration strategy compares with those strategfies she has suggested.
In Clark's work, the term Ustrategy" has been apdlied to response biases
based on perceptual factors which determined early patterns of reépond-
ing to certain relational words. VWhile.the applicgtion of the label
"gtrategy" to these biases may be valid, the conception of-strzzf%y sug-

gested is not a very valuable ono in terms of explaining how s antic

development progresses, in particular.'explaining how the childf moves
beyond these biases to true semantic lnowledge. The decentrathon strate-

gy offers a possible explanation.

Conclusion, “

The primary goal of this paper was to evaluate the linguistic com-
plexity h;bothesis as an explanation for the acquisition order of rela-
tional words using person pronouns as an example. The resulté\estab—
lish that the linguistic cgmplexity‘hypothesis is inadequate for this
task. Furtherj the perceptual complexity hypothesis remnders the former
unnecessary. ' .

Empirical evidence alone permits us to reject the linguistic complex—.
ity hypothes1s. Rovever, the theoretical gounds for rejecting the
hypothesis should not be overlooked. The iinguistic complexity hypothe-
sis attempts to explain semantic development in te¥ms of the formalisms
of linguistic theory. As Bever (19?0) has argued, howvever, such formal-
isms, e.g.; markedness, of themselves explain nothing but only express
certain facts about language which are themselves in need of an explan-
ation. To invoke such fo?malisms to explain lnngﬁago development mnot

only delays the real work which must be done but offers a totally vacu-




<

, . N
ous polution to an important probItm.I; ‘ i

11. Thore are scveral reasons to argue that the linguistic complexity
hyrothesis is a misnomer becausc the complexity measures it invokes,
in particular "mari:edness', are nct really linguistic in the strict
sensc of that term (Sharpless, 1975).
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