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ABSTRACT :
* This study compares ths ability of 37-. .

Standard- Engllsh—speaklng graduate, students ‘to comprehend Black “ 5 .
English versions of a set of 45 utterances with the ability of 37
comparable students ‘to comprehend Standard Engllsh versions of the
same utterances. Of the tvo stimulus tapes used (consisting of 4s
senténces each), one was recorded in Black English and the other in
Standard English. The sentences consisted of five examplés each of .
nine features that contrast Standard English and Black English. The °

' group of students that listened to the $tandard English tape
comprehended significantly more utteranges thap did the Black- English’
group. Analysis of all errors‘made cn Black Bnglish tape
{ranscrlptlons, however, indicates that most comprehension .
difficulties vere-~not dwe to inability to comprehend the contrastive ’
feature: ip 32 out of 37-.cases, students who listened to the Black
Engllsh stjmulus tapes transcribed correctly more of the final 15 -
utterances than they 'did.of the first 15 utteramces,‘indlcatlng an
increase in comprehensior with an increasé in famlllarlty “The report ,
concludes that a small amount of cohtagt with & speaker ma be
sufficient to alleviate cross-diaTect .comprehension pr blens. (RL)
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Abstract < .

Y
. ¥
. . .

Research investigating cross dialect comprehension has focused on

-

thildren. This 'study compared the ‘ability of seventy-four Standard
Eng1i§h Speaking graduate studente to comprehend Black English and -

_ Standard English versions of a-set dt forty—five utter%ncee. The

utterances consisted of fﬁge examples each of nine features that.contrast

,.

Standard English and Blaki?xnglish The group of students listening to
the Standard English tape comprehended significantly more utterances
than the Black English group, multivariate f(9,6&) = 13. 77 p L. 001

;ﬂfost‘hoc analysis ehowed that the between groups difference was a function

.of, five of the nine -gentence. types..’ Howeﬁer,'analysis of grrots suggested

’ that thevbetWeen 2roup difference on the five significant sentence types

-
P o .,o

was not due to miscomprehension of the contrastive features alone. o

s roe, .f-

. . " é - N ‘o
a* ‘o ,: * - , < A
) .x € - ’ . ' . - e N
e~ e ” v ¢ -
. ;/ s .
. _ . . * ”
N 4 { “a
4 ° b )
. <
- . - ]
v , #
. < e
- p - \ .
- b -
’ —
F . e
- = [§
< A -~ !
L— ° ‘b . . - .
Date submitted: January 7, 1977 - : ] 3 .
-, ? . ~e ,
a
» - ’, .
, ™
- * - ‘k‘
. R . -
+ A - ’ .
, . Y ‘
A . \ - 4
\ .
~
4 v '; / ‘

>
N

L
. Adult comprehension-




~

— *

e

-

Adult comprehension

2

7

Introduction

L4 A v

-

relationships between social class, language variations, and school '
L3 o N { 3 . . 2

R Y v .
achievement. = Studies conducted during the establishment of early inter-
. . v

.. . . [

vention programs refutéd arguments that the linguistic competency/of
lower ‘jocio-economic group black children was inferior to that of middle
class children (Baratz, 1969a, 1969b; Labov, 1972; Stewart, 1969).

) It'was determined that™ the lower class black child learns a language which
N\ . . . -
3 - ¥

is just as complex and structured as the 1anguage spoken hy niddle class

children At the same time, the "different language"”

explanation (Baratz,.

- 1969b Cazden' 1970) suggested tfat the grammatical and phonological differ— :

«
£

entes between Black English (BE) and Standard English (SE) might make

communicatron difficult between” BE—speaking children and. SE speaking teachers

Al < ¢ (A

Frequently;~the poor academic achievement of BE speaking black children

“Hds been attributed“to the BE Speaker s inability‘to comprehend and produce

~ 7 @ .
. v N ~:~ o .
\r‘ the SE used in the classroom . S .

s i

/ Cowparison of the ability of black children to use both dialects
indicated that the BE speaking child experiences-difficylty in production

In a review of the literatﬁe investigating

the comprehension skills of both black and white children in SE and BE,

Hall and Turner (1974) concluded that no acceptable replicated research »

rather’than comprehension of SE.

has found that the BE spoken by childrEn pres ts them with unique problems
. - : o Ao

in the comprehension pof SE. . T, -

To date, cross-dialectical comprehension studies have focused on 'the

Comprehension abilities of children. ,This study investigated‘theAcompre

- . T . .- \
~During the past decade many research studies have investjigated the e

¢
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“hension issue from the perspectiue(that while BE speaking children are able

to understand standard Englishh their teachers may have difficulties under-

standing the BE spoken by these children. If this is the case, it may

N A °

be that some of the problems encountered by BE speaking children in school

K4

result from not being understood by the teacher. : A comprehension problem

‘on the part of the teacher couid manifest itself in a variety ‘of negative

* <
teacher behav1qrs and/or attitudes. . y !
1 .& N * e
, The major objective of the Present study was to compare the'ability

of rhe SE° speaking teacher to understand the BE and SE versiong of ident1ca1

4 \ - / - -
sets.of utterances: = A second concern was to examine whether oomprehension
N - J . . . \9 .
varied as a function of particular features which contrast BE and SE.
~ -

. Method . ’ ¢

Subjects ; ' - . - St L

Seventy-four graduate students in early childhood education (seventy;

ES

two female, tyo_male)'participated in this study. Sixty of the graduate

t - -

stndents_had taught for an average of 2.3 years in either preschoois or

~

primary grades. Twenty of the female suojects were biack the remaining E

+
were white. Subjects were stratifiedfngrace and by teaching experience

- »

with black children and‘randomly assigned byvstrata to listen to either:

the SE or BE tape. This resulted in two groups consisting of thirCy-seven

subjects each.. - .
¢ -

" L4 - ' { '
St imulus Materdals

v

Two stimulus tapes were created consisting of forty-five sentences

a

~each. One stimulus tape consisted of the sentences recorded in QE and

<

the other tapé Consisted of the same sentences recorded in SE

.- - ° °
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The .sentences were developed so that each sentence exhibited one of nine \i
\

» : : . . .
contrastive features that distinguish,BE and SE (Love, 1973), with five s

b
sentences illustrating each feature. The statements averaged six words

* ‘ N & " . ‘.
in' length. The contrastive features illustrdted in the stimulus tape

<" sentences were: © omission of "s" Eo indicate third person singulars; the

formation of past tenge and perfett tense; the use of the auxillary "be",

N ‘ negative "be', and zero copula; formation of plurals‘;}\nquns; forﬁatibn

g of the possessive case; distinguishing pronomial features; overinflection

of nouns, verbs, adjectives, and- adverbs; @Eltiple negation; and inyerted;

.

t

word order in indirect questions. _

[}

After the BE séntences and their parallels were developed and typed, ~ '

the stimulus tapes were created in the following manner:

N |

-0 . ‘1) The BE eentenées-were arranged in random oOrder wish‘their‘SE

o

parallels in the same ofder. 7 .

~

: ' 2) Sex of the speaker was randomly assigned to each BE utterance. -

-

This procedure then determined the sex of the speaker of the igenticai
. « ) "Q - .l )
utterance on the parallel SE tape. - ' :

. T3) Ten fourth grade childxen, five black: and five white, with two <

- ‘o
{ girls of each race were chésen randomly to create the tapes from-the

- Afourth grade population of an inner city elementary school. The children : f&

/
/ were,randomly assigned to speak the utterances as.specified by sex.

/. ‘ .. :

. // . A) The researth workéers repeqted the utterances to the children who then
. l Y - \
-j}// , " rehearsed them until they were saying ‘them 'in an easy, natural manner. S

- '

& - -
» . %, -

|
J
|
|
When the children were able to repeat the~sentences in a manner which the
4 . Q - /\ A ’
. research workers felt was comﬁatahle to the way the’sentence would be spokepn in {
\
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spoken.

"that

. dia]ect after the tape .was completed.

-
e T
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informal conversation, the utterances were récorded.

‘
- Pl .

oy
recorded the BE utterances and the white children recorded the parallel

.. ‘ [

The stimulus tapes were recorded with a Uwenty—second

(
set of SE sentences.

pause between utterances to provide time for the septences tq be. bf%ngcribed

o e -

, Stimulus tapes were recorded and presénted on a Panasonic Cassettée

Tape Recorder, yodel RQ-414F. .
Procedure )
The graduate students in each group were asked to listen to each

-~ . -

utterance, and write the utterance on a response sheet exactly as .it was .

The students were instructed to then rewrite.the utterance as
they would say-it in their own dia@ectrexThe students were informed that.

N .
they would have twenty seconds between utterances to transgcribe, and

they would be giVen.additional‘time to rewrite sentences in their own .

The students were givgg 20 minutes

to rewrlte sentences &t this time. This lattér task determinegd whether

~

or not the sentence had been comprehended if the "exact" transcription

was not grammatically equel to the utterance. A tranmscription which '

.

preserved the meaning was scored as indicating comprehension on the part

..

of the student’. - .

B Dependent variables 'in the stndy were the total’ number of>each of"

. . ‘
the nine sentence types not comprehended, creating nine scores for each

¥

subject.

‘Results

k4

-~

The data were analyzed using multivdriate analysis of vgriance
| ! e : .

<

procedureg. ' . s

’ R - .

/

The black ch'ildren' .

|

4
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The SE group comprehended significantly more sentences thanlthe BE,

group, multivaridte_£(9,64)‘; 13,77,12'1, .001. Post hoc analysis with -
LY ‘ »

<

standardized giscfimihant function coefficients showed that thé between

- + .
>

greupé.differenéevqas a function of five of the nine sentence types: -.-

- *

-, . . A -

' multiple negation, Jnd inverted.word order in'indirect questions. =~ .
L ",
Analysis of all errors made on BE transcriptions, hdwever, yielded

information indicating that most comprehension difficulties were not due

to an inability to comprehend’ the contrabtive feature.

4

- "Insert’ Table 1 about ‘here - ..

L

e

- e 92 +

Table lnindicateé that the percentage of fhcorreqt ngponses attributaﬁle

>

+  to ‘inability to comprehent .the distinctive feature was low, indicatiné

. ’ s ' N
that the students" errors were.probably not in fact caused by the BE -

. . - o
feature alone. , . . -,

-

Discussion
‘ Results of the ‘study ihdihaue that adult_SE speakers have a more
difficult tiée comprehending the utterances of children sppaking Black N

English than of children speaking Standard English. The effect that such

¢ - > \ .

.

-

" ,a‘problem might have on the learninig situation in which the teacher

3 ‘ U -
speaks SE and the child BE is obvious. The child's verbal performance :

3

oL may -be the tause of a child being assessed as "slow" g% as "performihg ]

N

pqor}y"}:simply because: the teacher is unable to accurately comprehend

' what the child 1s trying to communicate. While the multivariate analysis-
T
suggested that particular features of Black English present greater

. 3 . ™
Use of auxilliary "be', omission of possessive "s', propomial apposition, }

.
PR

~,
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'comprehension problems than others, a cloder analysis of the natdre of °

.

were nbt directly attributable to the particular contrastive feature 2

’ ‘ .

‘ s

examined. -Approximately 60X of the tine that senteneces were not cqppfe—

. /

. ’ ..
hended, it appeared to be for reasons other than the distinctive feature

. [ g .
in the sentences. .Only 10% of the time were thére indications thaf\

-~

failure to comprehend a sentepce 'was a. function of the contrastive feature.

’ I
The remaining sentences were missed inj their entirety Therefore those

b !

data -do not support the contention that comprehension ‘of BE by SE speakers

v

is Systematically affected by particﬂlar features of Black English.
. o ‘ ‘ ‘

T It is especially interesting to note that in 32 ‘out of 37 cades,

.
.

students listening to the BE stimulus tapes transcribed moré of the final

fifteen of the forty—five utterances correctiy than they did of the first

fifteen utterances. This would seem to indicate that as familiarity with'
- B . 8
the BE d1a1ect and/or the particular speakers ‘increased, comprehension

ability'also‘increased If rep1icated thede findings would provide part1a1

£
I

empirical support for Roger Shuy [ contenqion that teachers in training

{

need language laboratory experiences with dialects that are differenc

>

from their own (Shuy, 1971). However, further rgsearch is needed to

ihvestigate Shuy's contentlon from a cost-benefit perspectiVe Indeed,
—
a small amount of contact with a speaker may be sufficient to ‘alleviate

cross-djalect comprehension problems. 1

-
-
. - .
o« * .- .

- . - ‘) . - ’ .'
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: . vt - . Table 1 o0 .. CoT *

Percentages of Types of Miscomprehensfon for .
le ‘

v

<
1Y Contrastive Features that Distinguished-Between -Group Performance

. - s . .

. . . Pl . . -
. ) * . AL :
N . K “ Non CF ~ CF Not
Feature . . errord . error®  ° Attempted® ) \
R . » T " . ‘~ ) . D e ) \
Omission of zero copula | 58.62 |, 21.26 20.12. | -
» . ° P ) ” : . ) ’ ' . N
K Formation of possessive case 55.46 - 9.00 ‘35.54 .
T ,Distinguishing pronomial features 52.50 . -9.30 38.20 ° e . s
. . , 5 -t . : . . .
Multiple negation * 61.85 =, .00 , 38.15 '
' N AR ' i
- ' i 3 ‘ B
Inverted word order in indirect 49.87 29.20 20.73 g . e
questions . (‘ LT o . :
o ¢ L 5 . * .
. "v’ . 2
. SRy :
3Non CF errors are errors in comprehension not attributable- fo, the - " i
¢ ’ - ‘ [SEN R . e - s
miscomprehens&on of the contrastive feature. - T ‘ . .
. t * 2 Lt ) b . ' i .,VU. N »
FCF errors are errors in comprehension direclfy attributable/to the . 7
contrastive feature. \ R i ] ‘ﬁ: R
-~ - . . . ' h.“ 'Y T . v x’,\
B CNot attempted are errors when the subject did not .undergtand enough '
. i « - . . ' ) . B ) '. . , N
. of the sentence to attempt ‘a transcription. N ,
’ ) ’.. ~ 2 ' (:j
/ S , .
. / e ' LN,
. . . . 5 /
k‘ . . N - ‘ \-(| . L]
' . . - Co .
) RN N . .
. 1,. A - i ” ’ . - R B
\‘1 - L] 3 ~_ ‘ 0"
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