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ABSTRACT . e

' Analy51s of//ault evaluatlon of chlldren s llngulstlc
output prov1des a basis ‘for elaboration upon the work of McNeill
(1970) and@ Brown (1970). When limited to' the uttered words of a child
paired with an utterance spoken at an earlier tinme, adults cannot
judge the relative age of the thildren making those utterances; in
fact, their predictions of language maturity do not rise ¢
substantially above the level of chance. When restating what the
children's deviant utterances jmean in the absence of conteytg ‘most -
adults retain the original vocabulary and word order and supply
functors to make grammatical sentences, appropriate to typical
childhood interests; with context supplied,-functors are added to
produce well-formed simple sentences appropriate to the
circumstances. (Author/DB)
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Adults have been observed to judge a chilghs age

- and linguistic maturity on the basis of his linguistic

. L )
output. Such judgments have sociological* and educa-

.‘ion%\wiamificatidns'a Parents worry if their child is’

slow to speak or has deviant speech patterns? Nursery
school and eiementary teachers may have to make profes-
sional evaluations‘of language maturity and deviance.

From the evidence of a child's linguistic output, the .
adult may evaluate his age, intclligence, andperson-
ality. The rcscarch reported™in this paper deals with
the adult's ability to judge the tanguage méturity of
children solely ﬁfbm linguistic evidence ;n the basis

of utterances used at different ages.

- ‘Related Research

that such judgments can be made accurately is McNeill's

Among arguments advanced to support the contention

(1970) suéqestion that 'the theory of grammar and its

ﬁniversal constraints-describe the.igternal structure

Bf LAD’[Lanquage Acé?isition pDevicel® and, thus, of-.

}childrem'. since all adults must have passed through

the same LAD stagges or evolutionary process, they can
AN

- understand devian ntences, whether those of the child
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or semigrammatical~“ones; in terms of%&}"?e linguistic
A %1 .

Tt is obgdous that in thé'cburse of

universals,.-

language acquisition thé’child~ whiletdeyiating from ) v!i

;tandatd grammar, achieves éoﬁmunication with peers, - S

oldertchildren, and adults, both intimates and rekative N ‘a'
. strangers. Tf the adult does indeéd“undérstand sugﬁ\ :

deviant forms, the{e>is a parallel between undegstandiﬁg

seﬁigrammatical sentences and being ‘able to predict the

LS

age of a child uttering a certain sentence. The adult
4 - A .

,needs only to note which universals ake being observed

and which violated to judge relative gtgmmaticality or -

~ age. Given this line of reasoning it would follow

@ A

that utterances of an older chiidsrould come closé& ﬁda ‘\

B}
.

., adult norms. McNeill (197Q) states that
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'Unless adults have sepqra.te,st‘andafds for

judging the structure of child speech (which

is most uniikely, since there is ng way to

.

develop them), this result shows a“basig

connection between semi—grammaticality and \\‘\\N>§

-thi lihguistic devélopment of children'.
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The argument thus is intuitive, not substantive.
To test his proposifion McNeill did a brief
study: He asked.fifteen aaﬁitehto judge which sentence
) in each of,15_pairs of sentences was epoken by the
older chird. Hls subjects were almost 80% accurate in
choosing the older child's sentences.’ McNeill's ’
discussion of his hypothesis inspi;ed thé author to
ask, 'Can adults judée:which sentence in a pair of
sentences was spoken b§ an older child?' and to develop
a set of sentence pairs to be used in a replication
of hisketudyf' McNeill's strong claim, that if the
adult went'throngh the acquisition‘prgceés he can
ey

understand deviant sentencés 1n terms of llngu;stlc

~/
unlversals, is qupported ‘only by h‘f;udy of 15 subjedts

/
that was not lel contrblled. "It thus seemed reasonable
w .

to repligate and exte his study of adult judgment //
1 . L ; D S /
of linguistic maturity and. grammar evaluation. Two i

A : o
experimghts are reported: . . f

he first experiment deals OUly w1th tne questlon

of the adult's ability to judge age of chlldfen solely

/ﬁéom the llngulstlc ev1dence of two sentences uttered
/ ¢

by chlldren at dlfférent ages;- middle class parents
were asked to choose whlch sentence 1n'each palr of

sentences ubteyed by childreg at different/igeg-’as

- V. » o .
& .

El{lC | .
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utter,ed by the o{der chlld. 'The second expei"‘jﬁft
¥
ik .
repeated the f1r$t {the senténce pairs wer& reordered)
£
13

and, ln\gddltlon asked, adu}ts to look at each sentence

'

of each pair in 1solat o apd Judge its clqgeness to

- good Englishs and to st ate what they thought the Chlld

meant to say.

v

e ».
The research addresses ‘thuee haaic gquestions:

.. Can adults judge thch sentence in a pair
of‘sentences was spoken by an older child?
2. How do adults %afe children's sentences
° in terms df’thair apprcx%mation of ‘'good //
:English'?
~. .
3. How:do adults reformilate children's o
J sentences in the absence of contextual
cues?
The first experlment deals only with question 1.
Since the subjects were not able to predict age on the
basis of the utterance with the accuracy ot thelll 8
subjects (80% accuracy), it seemed reaaonable to
repicate and extend the researgh to quostions 2 and 3.
Experiment 2 again presentad sentence pairafand re- ‘
quired subjects teo choose the scntence'used-by the
‘older,child; the second experiment goes beyond the

first by asking the subjects to look at each given

EHQJ!:‘ /'( v - IF¥A"
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sentence and rate it in terms of .its approximation to :
. ‘. L] g ‘

'

‘good English’ (qugiiion 2) and to 'tell what the% &
thought the child in

fnded to éay'_(question 3) . - - .

]

Method of'Procedure'

Stimuli: - . .

A set of twenty pairs of sentences wasnconétruéted,
five 'from McNeill (1966b) apd fifteen from Slobin (1967). s

. - N o .
_Some were revised to make the content more uniform or
. A “

to provide the second sentence of a pair. Table 1
contains the whole set ¢f stimuli presente% to the

subjects. Each pair was written on a 5 x 7 cdrd for

=~ '

Experiment 1. For Experiment 2 the sentence pairs were
! - : . -

©

printéd in a small bdoklet, one to a page. In addi#ion l'.
the sentences givén,%n the'pairs ;;fe separated’, ran- .

. -
‘domly orderéd,';nd printed one to a page for grapmatical o R\\\\\R\#///
evaluation anﬂ lhterpretation by the adults. @he . D -
isolated sentencd were:followed by a scale qf numberSo _ .
frém 1to5; 1 reprébented the eyaluation "Not accépt-

able as ?Good Engl;sh'" Bentences rated 4 .or less)

.

were lnterpreted by the sub}Qcts.' S ) ’ -

2

o . Each subject responded to a 'Persoﬁal ;nfo

- Sheet '~ which probe‘/éreas of their exgprience‘which




N

o
m\ght affect the¥r percept;pn of the child and his
4;:§guage (Slobin 1967). o . S :
- .
Subjects: ;
Experiment l: The subjects were white, middle
class parents; all of tﬁem had at least one child who
was' able to talk. Of the eight subjects, onlykone was
ﬁale. None of the women were wofking outside their
homes although two were babysitting at home and several
. had worked. One of the subjects was eli in%ted because
she had spoken only Czechoslovakian uﬁtil she started
, to school. ' d |
Experiment 2: The subjects were students in a
children's lféerature classg at‘éasterh Michigan Univer-
sity. From this class, .l6 students were present and all
participaﬁed in the experiment. Of the 16 subjects, one
was male, two girls were black, all were native English"
speakeré. The subjeéts were middle class college
students ranging in age from 19 to 33; some were

married, but few had children,

>

-
Instructions and Presentation:

Experiment ls The subjecté were presented the

20 pairs of sentences on cards, one plir per card, which

b

ERIC
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were numberedulkom 1 to 20. Some gubjects wdrked

.

through the pairs’ from 4 to 20 and others reversed the
order. All participated in lhelr own homes with the
inbestigator present. Suﬁjects wére orally a;%ed to
choose the sentence’used by the older child .and to
respond to the personal information sheet.
ExPeriment.Q: The 'subjects were given a small

/ booklet containing written directions and the stimulus
materials. They participated in a classroom situation;
the experimenter read the djirections aloud and wrote al
summary of directions on a,chalkboard. First the sub-
jects chose the sentence qktered by the older child from
vthe palrs of sentences; jthen they evaluated the ran--
domly ordered, lsdlated/Sentences and - 1mmed1ately wrote
down what they thought the child meant if their evalu- ‘

atiph was less than 5, 'Good English'. " Once they had.

finisved an item, the.subjécts did not return to that

item r cross comparison to any other item.
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Results . ‘ !
% ° Experiment l: Of the 140 responses, a total 3¢ 62

4% correctly identified the sentence of the older

ch\ld The mean score for the subjects was 53%. Cor-
Y . ; N
recly predictions ranged from a low of 40% to a high of

75% with 4 of the 7 subjects ‘scoring 50% or_hgre.i Adults

.

varied greatly inYtheir ?bility to predict age of chil-

dren from evidence b6f utterances alone; the above figures

®

indicate that the adults were predicting language

»~

'EI{I\CM . : . 1'3 7

5 : . “~




N Thble 2

\ N
. Cor?éé{ 4.a. Put hat on. -
7 Predictiqeii . . b. Put the red hat on. (older) ‘
' -5.a. No wipe finger.

\\\ b. D%p't wipe finger. (older)
\\\ l6.a. A that's cheese.

N b. That's a cheese. (older) ;
Incorrect l1l.a. I don't have no book. (older
Predictions: b. No, I don't have a boock. ’

l4.a. That factory. .
b. That a factory. (o}der)

ERIC

{
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Of these 5 pairs, all of the subjects made incorreét
judgments for 2 pairs. Eleven of the pairs generated
in;ersubject agreement by'aﬁ least 5 of the subjects; .

of those,5 of the 11 predictions were incorrect. . Sinceé
; o

. all estimates of subject accuracy are slightly above

6r below 50%, McNeill's pogition is thrown into doubt.
. \\'

Experiment 2: Of the 320 responses, a totad o;;a—‘*“
123 or 38% wére incorrect predictions.. Thw the second
group of subjects scored higher (62% as oppbséd;to 44%)
than the first group although neither achieved the 80%
accuracy of Mquill's subjects. The mean score was, |
58.75%; the rénge of scores was from'QS% correct to
80% correct (ane subject). Of the 20 pairs, 9 of-zhe v
"items were’ v ted.similariy B& 14 of the 16 sﬁbjects.i

Table 3 lists these pairs. 7 were predicted correctly

.
o

"and 2 incorrectly. .

RIC -




A

Correct
Pairs: .

Incorrect
Pairs:

* ‘These were high subject

experiments.

ERI!

Arui e provided oy enic IR

*5 a.

7.a.
b.
12.a.

*16.a.
b.

'17.a.

b.

8.a.
b.

.\;\;\~ \
- "
- I e
Table 3 ‘
/
I want not ¢nvelope. {older) .
Want envelope no.
Put hat on.
Put the red hat on. (older)
No wipe finger. .
Don't wipe [finger. (older)
Fast the cafr. v
The car fasit. (older)
No wear mltten.
Don' want w[ar it. (older) .
. | P
A thaﬂ’s cheese.
That's cheese. (older)
Big Eve toyl. - .
Eve toy big|l (older)
Don't touch nd(fiéh. (older)
Don't touch|the fish.
I,don't haveé no book.

*1l.a.
b.

°

No,

L ‘
:;}egmeﬁt phirs in both

I don'ti{have a book




)\

Note that both incoryéct predjictions involve the

. . . N - .
rejection of doubl, negat1§e , a structure proscribed

by schoohrqéamm r; Although| the double negative is
grammatically progréssive (Bellingi's Sﬁage 1V}, .the
simpler §in€}e1neQatiye gen~idiiy provided a.sentence, o
conférming t& school grammar conventions which the
adults seemed to iqsist upgr, at least in written form.
When the four pairs'dbntai ing double negatives are
removed from the total, aJl ﬁf the subjects' scores
improved, some only sligiitly, ex%Ppt one whose 3c8re

remained the same; the.mean'score rose from 58.25%

to 68.81%. This score still is not as hlgh‘és\a\§gfong

" interpretation of McNelll's hypothe51s wpu&d lead one

to expect.” The two palrs,contalnlng a 7ouble negative

: . ) . . e~
that did not receive a latge subject aqreemgnt vote
were 2 and 13: ., ‘ ‘ : . N

2. I cen't do nothing with no strlngq (%)
1

a
b, I can 't do spmethlng with a string.

1)

13,0, I dldn't see, nothing. (12) _ .
~© b, I didn't ‘see something. (&) ' : \
A; the votes in parenthes1s indicate, tHe subjedts found
1%3.b. much less mature than 2.b. Evidently, the v1olj::5h\‘
of the negative-quantifier constralnt was more obv16u§\
"when in final position, Noge o% the sentences 1n 2 and 15
received any 'Good English' ratlngs

0Of the seven palrs predicted correctly by 14 of thg 16

subjects, most of the older utterances did reveal sa@e‘
’ &

*““~;;, o ' . #n§
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structural complexity’, Fer instance, the,Subject is'expnessed in
'3.a or occurs in initiel“poeition as in v.b'and 17.b3+in 7.b; ~
lb_b,‘und‘lV.b, the linking verb construction is more obvious
than in the eecond sentence in the pair;.and don't is.cﬁosen“ N
as older than a preposed no. In general, there were more different
' versions of what the chlld meant to. say" for the reaected senten-
ces, iote especially that 17.a and 12,2 are open tq sevenal

Ve

semantic 1nterpretat10ns

e

of the 20 sentences’ actually uttered by older children, 8 ~
_were ra ed.lowe; than,therrucorresponQ}nﬁ sentences, Of those ‘
85 4 thluded doubletnegatives confirming the adults' rejec-
tion of\double negatives, assumably on the basis of school gram-
mer, Retings of sentences show some correlation between accur-
' acy of prediction and hlgher relative rating of thr sentence used
by the older child. Elght of the oldér sentences.received
lower mean ratings, . B » v
" When restating what the childﬁEﬁ*s\Htteéanbes meant‘in the
absence of context, most adults limited themselves to'providing

grammatlcally necessary elements - aux1liar1es, plural markers,

etc or changlng words to conform to selectlonal restrictions:

Original Translations L
2.a, I can't do nothing I can't do anything with (a/eny)
with no string, string. R
Y ’ . : " I can't- éo anything without -
L ; (any) st:c'a.ng;\t ) .
12.b. Don't WQntiwear it., °° I don't want %o wear it/that.

5

¢ “
A few adults added more to the content of the child's utterance:

]7‘ MC - . ’ ¥ "
P : ‘ -
: )

.
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Original - ' Translations
[}
*  2.b. I can't do something, I can't do anythrng[;;t§
with a string. (a/this) string.

I can't do anything creative
with that piece of string,

I don't whnt to wear (a) —~1
mitten (s).

1 don't wear (any)lmittens.
. % did not wear my mittens., = = _ o
e L. I am not_wearing a mitten.
' .Don't wear (the) mitten(s).

\\\ - - P £ Don't jyou wear mittens? .
The utterances that were ambiguous in some way gené;:teo the
most &dult_translations.‘ As in 12.a above four Vers;;ns are

»npgative statements,ybut edults also sal a potential’ command
Sha questian in the three~word sentence, u ) =

The adults seemed to function}liie the'hypotnetical’motﬁer
machlne descrlbed by Brown and Bellugi (1964)
that is programmed to 'Retain the words glven in the order
given, and add those functors that w1ll result. 1n a well formed
simple sentence that is appropriate to the 01rcumstances‘, Not
knowing what‘the 01rcumstances were, the sub}ects kept the words
and word order and supplled functors to make grammatlcal sen- ’
tences that’ were appropraata to téplcal childhooed 1nterests

MOst;subJects changed the utterances into statements unless

there was a deflnlte clue that a glve"ﬁtteranpexwas a command

“or a question,

[ ) o

. L




. Discussion
Chlldren 8 1anguaye has been studied .as an exotic 1anguage,-

. that is, the language is described by. means of a distributional

enalysis with supposedly no reference to the adult language

to which the .€hild has been eﬁposed, (Bellugi end,Bfown }964),

Such avoidance of the target 1ang£age wmay be workable fer lin-

gu1sts but it does not seem to be what the adult community does

whep it speaks to its yeung. The Experlment 1 subjects, all

of whom had children who Were speaking, found the bask of choos

iné the sentéhcg uttered by the older child difficult, Some

claimed, 'My child never spokeé that way'. This may indicate

that they‘never listened solely to the words-their childre‘

“\ gpoke but always to the words 1n a situational conﬁext oth
Bloom (1970) and Deleguna (1924) empha31ze tﬁé unity of/the

child's speech ahd the child' s action, Tarents can often in-

. A
terpret the ujpterances of ‘their children because thes know their

child's speech patterns, personality, habits, and past experien-

ces, In cny instance of the’child's ipeaking, tife adult‘heers :

e words, sees the. child's action or "focus of /attention, and

>

know children tend to know what teey a saying more often
than.not'. (Blooma 1970). Other researche s (Brown 1970) have
noticed that the chlld is rewarded by his parents for the con-
tent of his langeege not the strudtuge af i¥. This would sup=-
port the sumgestlon that a&ults foc s on the words in context -

while ignoring the:words in thels/structure.
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Even thod@h

. / :
reference to confext, th¢ adults generally attained a

consensus as to what;t?é child probably meant. For the

utterance, The/car fagt, they generaily supplieé a form - °

15 different translations. Thué,
context, adults can make logical N

of child language; they usually add

n limited td the"uttered words of a ¢hild .~ :
7

[ -
: o/ v
ith an utterance spoken at an earLferzfime,
. , e

Eg’gawvot judge the relative agevof txéicﬂiigfi?'

! : . . -
making those utterances. Their preéég ions of - : .

lanquagq\ggturity were not much above chance level.
McNeill's language acquisition hypothesis suggests

there is a strong refﬁfionship between age and sen-

tence structﬁge; he claims that adults can judge and »

- ‘.

.understand both semigrammatical sentgnces and children's i

‘w early sentences because 'The order of development in .

-
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child langusge corresponds to this order of grammaticalityjt(}97o)

" Thus to support his theorytadults should be cble to predict the

were able to doj 75 to 80 per cent accursey would be nece¢ssary

ing %

to sgpport a strong clalm of adults using linguisfpic upiversals
to judge these kdnds of dev1ant sentences hccor

linguistic un1versals descrlbe 1mportent aspects

. structure of sentences - Assumlng that linguis 'cztheory des-

abstractions

cribes linguigtic ab111t1es, we c¢an say that th

of the underlying gtructure reflect childrenn 1inguistyc capac-

jities, land are made abstract by children disgovering the trans-
formations cf’their lsnguageﬂ(McNeill, 1970). His strong

claim of innateness and that 'children begin speaking underlying

structure directly' appears to be too strgng. Brown's descrip-

" tion of child grammar is more neutral:

...1t is correct to say that the’child's early
grammar comprises a base structure /not very

absent in stage I, This is not the same as
saying that children directly gpeak base-
structure sentences. It is ngt cleatr vhat
that statement,could mean sirce morphophonemic .
and phonetic rules are required to make sen-
-tences of underlying stririgs, But the under~
%1ng strings themselveg seem to be chiefly
ose that can be gengfated by the base, (Brown 1969)

If‘adults and childr share grammars that are 'not very dif-

ferent', then ad, 8 judging the age !Z% children }rom thedir
utterances can be consldered as estimating the extent or kind

of dlfference between the two grammars Byown's hypothesis

‘does not requing the high level of sccura¢y that McNeill's does, «
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These ju@.gm?nts of lénguage maturity way reflect the native
/ speaker's utilization of linguistic universals, but the data of
[~ the. tuwo_experiments described here indicate that Mcle®ll is
meking too strong a cleim about the kimd of-utilization that
the cdult is eble to make, o
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