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ait g ~Th1s 1s a report of the results cf ‘an 1nve=t1gatlon
liof'a test of plurality and past ténse in ctandard Eng11<h (SE) . ‘This.
fresearch replicated: Gleason:!s 1957=5§& study in Ecstcn. The subjects
£ werS\ZJ speakers of Hawaiian -Creole English (BCE) in- a5k1rdergarten
;~class in“ﬂonolulu. Ihe resuliswfhoaed that the chlldren produced’very
: ~few-.SE. plural and past tense forms-. Several 1nterpretat1cn= O0f the k
‘-results ane given. First,. HCE-speéaking. chlldren do not: pocsess the 2
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?ecategcrles of either past tense or plurallty. Secondly, ther
y-experiment falled, not the chlldren, whc in other settlngs, produce

* .plural forms. With regard tc past tense forlatlcn, there “as probably
}glnterference from a Creole rule. In addltlcn, the test =1tuat10n may
" shave ‘been tbreatening to the child fecr cultural reascnse. rlnallq, the
“test ‘and- the tosting. situation may ‘hdve beéen adeguate, bot the

N co-plex lJangw fe -situaticn in Hawaii may tend tc delay cctplete
’,language development. It is concluded that ‘the cane. ~test is not
~a1ways approprlate in all cultufes and that such am 1nye=t1gatlon can
produce damaging results if it is nct interpreted properlye.
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{ 'i‘he Kamehameha Early Education Program. ™~

Z, The Kamehameha Eariy Education Program (KEEP) is a research and
;‘ e development program of The Knmehameha Schools/Bernice P. Bishop Estate.
'i'berr‘nission of KEEP is the developmeant, demonstration, and disbemination i
?7“;«* 6f -methods for improving .the education,,ﬁof,ul-iéwaiiain .and Part:::l-ia'waiian‘ ) ’ ) .
; * children., These activities are ¢onducted at the Ka Na'i ‘Pono jies‘:ear‘gh e
* ) and Demonstration Scnonl, and in public classrooms in cooperationﬁ with
:"3 ' g:pe‘wgt_:at_ef ‘Department ofxEducation. KEEP. projects and activities involve ) %
: . ‘many aspects of the educational pro‘cess; iné;luding ‘feaChe?"«training?, : §
a,,. cuzriculun development, and child motivation, 1anguage, and- cognition.
AMore ‘deutiarliied descriptions of KEEP's history>a.1n_d operations ar;m;)’resénrt;da v ~~
in Technicalwl}fports #1-4. ,
s ~ 4




Abstract

i

. This: paper reports an,investigatién of a test of plurality and past tense in.

he subjects were in a. kindergarten class, and were

*

etan@érd*gngiieh (SE).

.speakers of Hawaii Creole English (HCE). The test used was a repl1ca of -one -
The results of the test administration showed:that the HCE-

’ ' | . ) . i A 3_““
.speaking children produced very few SE plurallforﬁé dndubaét‘tenﬁe forms.

- E— < -

used. in Boston.

e ,
To:

conclude, however, that the subjects have no competence in ‘thesé- two .areas: of

T,

- —SE 1s inaccurate. To-a large degree, the test. design -and’ the test. situation .

. conitributed to the HCE-speaking subjects’ reéﬁlte; It is hypotheeizedfthét“
the .cultural differences between HCE-speaking hhiidren‘1n~ﬁdﬁqiu1u‘:énd=“

SE-speaking children in Boston are responsible for the situation..

.
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The Acquisition of Plurality and Ténse By Pidgin-Speaking Childrea

1

#

Richard R. Qay

o~ e enan e

P e e . R

Hawaii abonnds in ?ﬂsconcep;ions about local speech,_or Pidgin, as it is.

el Acommonlyncalled.z It i% not unusual to hear educators and laymen alike*eiaiga
"ing that Pidgin is broken speech, or poor gggiieh,«aﬁd“thit”fidéin has no

. . . ' - 3‘7 ] ( ) :

‘, grammar or that it has no rules. For a .long time, t ¢ State Department of >

--Education had as one of its goals the eradication of: Pidgin from the speech -of

o

s ~1oecal stidents. w - e

o - .. e, -

: Part. of our work at the Kamehameha Barly Educdfuon Program (KEEP) is the

2 separation of fact from fiction with regard*to}Pidgin. We arevattenpting»to

Ef prbvide answers to such question as, "Are Pidéinéabeakingehiidreu'adVereer""
- affécted by their speech in school?" "Is it—tgue that;SPEaking'Pidgin causes

fj readirg disabilities?" '"Should standard. English be taught as a second iangqage
2y or dialect to local students?" 1In an effort to ‘agsess the linguistié compé~

: ' tence of Pidgin-speaking children, we. investigated whether or not the kinder-

garten students at KEEP, most of whom speak Pidgin, possBess: the rules which.

govern the formation of past tense and plurality in etandard,English (SE).
2
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1This is a revised edition of a talk given to. the Hawaii Psychological
.Association in Honolulu, May, 1972, - . oo

R ‘zPidgin will be used throughout this article as a -cover term for the actual

M linguistic situation vhich is somewhat more complex than‘the _term: Pidgin

: - .dentoes. nay (1973a) posits the existence of a post-creole continuun -which
’is An the process of decreolizing. The continuum, often referred ‘to” as. Hawaii
fCreole English, is composed of a. series of overlapping’ systens, ranging fron
a linguistic~system which: is very different from standard English to one uhich

‘differs -only slightly from standard English.




¢ Plurality and Tense in SE , " -
7

/. Our investigation replicated an investigation carried out in 1957-58

in the greater Boston area by Jean Berko Gleason. She wanted to discover if

kindergarten and first grade children possessed the rules for' the formation

»of.plurality,opast tense, diminuitive, compounded, or‘derived‘words, derivedt

“m.

3 il

. adjectives, third person singular habitual, singular -and plural possessive,
Y
ecomparative~and-super1ative adjectives, progressive;,gndsconpound words

(1971’ 156-57) In current linguistic jargon, sheuWénted:to learnfif'her

subjects had internalized the rules -relating to these phenomena

Gleason's exveriment has become a classic. To make sure that the subjects el

P

R “had internalized the rules and were not’ merely repeating previously learned
forms, she -used nonsense words much like the words that Lewis Carroll used

in Alice in Wonderland. Based on English phonology, they sounded like words

which could re?lly be- English, but had never msde it. Gleason reasoned thatf
5, if the childrenﬁ;ere able to produce a correct plural form,,for exanple,,for
A a word they ‘had never heard before, then it could be saﬁely concluded<that the
children indeed possessed a productive rule fov plural fdrgétion;
\. Gleason's procedure for getting the children to produce. the appropriate

respbnses without asking them directly was as follows: ony plural formation,.

for’exanple, she showed the children make-believe objects. She said, "This
‘\ ®

t?égﬁ R (l971 155). For past tense fornation, 8he would show the sub:’

jects a picture of a man performing a certain action, and would -8aY.,y: for -

-f

?**#Mwm,f~mnexample, "Here is a manxthat knows how to rick. He is,rickinga,;ﬂg did tke

i/
4

~ same thing yesterday. What\did he-do yesterday? Yesterday he 7 .
(1971 156) )

-t [,

¥ s
|y ~
« .

; .
s - - T igrravwWugs Noy"there“is‘another”one. ‘There: ‘are-two 'of ‘them.~ “There-are-— - — -~~~

—y

X

!
-t

Gleason 8. investigation crnvincingly demonstrated that both kindergarten

~ ~~
" ,
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and first gradc children had internalized the morpholegical rules for which

‘she -was' looking. There was a slight diffgreﬂgé be%ween tl:e two grades, with
&5 ‘the .first grade*ghildreﬂ'shbwfng'sligﬁklytmdré“fothﬁ“thﬁﬁ'tﬁé"EiﬁﬂéfEﬁftéﬁ o -
. - s M e« e e =

children, butebfth groups indeed possebsedﬂthe rules.

" Plurality and Tense in Pidgin

e PR RIS T N
PRV .

in”order/torreplicate the conditions under which Gleason. ran her investi-

.gation, -our ﬁest was administered by °Evelyn .Crow,. a.graduate student in the

Department of English as a Secondxgahguage, University of Hawaii. ‘Thﬁd Lhe
;giatiénshié between the invéstigator and the éubjé§£$~vasAthg same in both
. cases: an uéfamiliar adult female. This report will’fggué only on the results
s ’which:we\obéained'at KEEP as they pertain to ‘the fotmgéion Qf”pastfténée“dﬁd‘

P plurality. |

t . . S .. N +
Results for past tense formation. There were eight items relating to .

past tense, 'six of which were nonsense words: spo&ed;,riCked}’mdtted, bodded,

'

L ! . . . . -
TN SliPﬁéd (or,?lang), and binged. The two SE words were rang and melted. There

| - .
were only thFee correct responses for the nonsense words, and ‘tliey were all
é A N for ricked; there was only one correct SE response, and that was for ‘welted.

o That is, twenty-séven children took the test and there were eight test items

for past tense formgtion, making a total possible number of corréct responses

g ) . of 216. Our Pidgin-speaking kindergarten subjects displayed four correct

?““”*”;‘“““”responses; as a group. These four correct responses ‘did not come ‘from any ‘one: ™ B

-

*
b

* particular chi 1, but from four different children. Thus we can claim ébét

i hét one child out of the twenty-seven showed any control -of therSE-morphologie

¢§Iﬁ?ﬁleswfor‘pg§C'ten§e‘formation. <

Résults for plural formation. . There were ten itgibifélatingzgo plurality,

niné of which were nonsense words: wugs, gutches, kazhes, tors, luns, nizes,

,w;"‘?ctas@%;ésses,mgndLheafsg The one SE word was glasses. umﬁeg§~y§qgogly_qne .
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-~ .
correi:t response for the items in the nonsense class, and that was wugs.

Theére were two correct‘reéponses to glasses. Twenty-seven children took the
test atgd lt:lhere were ten t:es\t: itéms for plural formation, making a total
,poésip}e number of correct rés?onses of 270. Our Pidgin-speaking kindergartqg
gghjgggg,gisplayed three correct responses, as a group. Again, these thrgeAf
reé?Qggesuqame from-different éhildren. Thereforé,¢we,can claim thatﬁnpt,éﬁé
éh;ldhgﬁc«qf the twenty-seven sﬁowed any control of thé'SE morphologicalxrulél
for the formation of plurality. \ * ;

Further; not only did--the children: not display any control over or kgaé; i

1edgé of the appropriate SE rules, they also did- mot use -any Pidgin £otﬁs!

L3

Weé kiow that past tense in Pidgin, for examplé,‘i%itorﬁed‘byiplacing”theTP§8t**f;‘

tense morpheme, wén, before the simple form of the verb. Thus, the past .tense-

Pidgin equivalent of the SE sentence, I hit the maﬁ,~1é,I wen hit da an.
However, not one of the KEEP kindergarten children ever produced a response

such as- Yesterday he wen rick.

Interpretations. of Responses

There are several possible interpretations of these résults.l.Let us
begin with the most obvious one first. Por some reason, the KEEP children and, -
by generalization, since we have no reason to belieYe that these children é:é
not typical of other Pidgin-speaking children, Pidgin-speaking children in
" Hawaii do not possess thé_catégoriés of eithier past tense or plirality,
Sin;zvfﬁéy“did not display any grasp of the rules involved in fofming past
tense in either SE or Pidgin, the children must be lacking this grammatical
‘chgqept. Thus they are deficienc; not only are they deficient in SE, but in
~Pidéiﬁ also! This interpretaion would have significant implications for the
curriculum of the public séhools. Given these two major deficiencies, Pidgin-

speaking children should be subjecfédth‘an intensive program of ins;rucqién

i
¥

< v g ]
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B widespfead use of th.s word, one could assume that at least, say, 25% of the

1 »
-area, it .did ﬁot succeed in assessing the linguistic competence of the Hawaijan

" seven children under different circumstances producing past tenses and plural

"that they were ﬁnableﬂho\bfbduce new forms, to apply the rules, on the Gleason

children. That is, we have independent xnowledge that the subjects can pro-

'ipow;edge, it could be concluded that the circumstances were not appropriate

30-5

in English as a second language or dialect. Thia program would have to he
given- when a ch11d>enters school in order to overcome hig/ﬁé; handicap as soon.
as~pogsible. / P

A second interpvetation of the test;results takes'a zbmpletely differvent
point of view. It is that the experim?%t failed, not the children. Even
‘though Gleason's test w?S’successful d&th middle class children in the Boston
childfégaip #alihi, Hqéolulu. lhat is, the Hawaiian children did not perform

despite indépendent evidence of competence, a finding also reported by

/

Hansy,

Gallimore and Tharp (1974). Our multiple tape .recordings of the same‘twent§: N

/

formg, in both SEfand Pidgin, support this interpretation. The,qrgument;againét

it is Ehat tte eﬁhmples which we recorded could be mefely instances of learned - ..

forms, and £Ee ptogf that the children have not internalized the rules is
test.
The reply to this.hrgumen; is that included on the Gleason test, as ~ ;

noted garlier, are several SE words. For plurality, it is gla§s?s. Given the j

children would have learned this plural form and should have produced it on the

E;st ) 6niyv6ne crhild“did, ;xo;revé{, —theré—by giviﬁg support to ‘the ‘iunt‘ér‘:pr‘e(ta-? T

tion that the test or the testing situation is at fault and not the

duce SE plural forms. Since the subjects did not show any evidence of this

for displaying this knowledge.

In further support of this interpretation, consider the following




‘which the- test items favor. JThus the ?idgin-speaking\childrén, following the

-response, Yesterday he rick.

" look at it again: The examiner says o I

o

30-6

observations about Pidgin grammar. The first is that the sentence on the %
céVC'whiZB calls for the plural form contains a numerical quantifier: two.

There are two . . It is possible that in Pidgin the addition of

a plural morpheme is redundang‘in this construction. It might be appropriate
to say two book, for example. .fﬁﬁé, iE‘would also be appropriate to say two
wog. Or it might be that there are phonoigﬁicaléconstraints on plural fdrmgcigh
: T
rules of Pidgin grammar, would not use a plural form.
- Now consider past tense formation. Day (1973b) demonstrated that there ‘;
is a rule at work in Pidgin called ;ense‘neutyal?zatidn. Briefly, this rule

*

8ays that if theré are two or more markers of past temse in an nttergpce;'tﬁen’* B

at least one of them can be omitted. Thus 'in the"séqcépce<XeBCerdgyhheuriéke&}

there are two past tense markers--yesterday and -ed, the past tense morpheme. ;
Given tense neutralization, the past tense norpheme, the second one, can be

correctly omitted in Pidgin. Thus we would get the appropriate Pidgin

In addition to the type of reply in which there is no past tense morpheme,
KEEP kindergarten children also frequently replied using the progressive,
-ing form. For example, a child would reply He motting instead of "the expécted

He motted. The basis for this reply can be found in the question. Let us .

Here is a man that knows how to mott.

He is motting.

He did the same thing yesterday. -
What did he do yesterday?

Yesterday he .

The second line contains an -ing form. It is expecéqd, however, that the
child will focus on or be cued by the did ir the third iine and the did in the

fourth line. There is, though, nothing to prewent the child from picking up

11 f




&
&
e
i
?,
S

on the —ing form. In her experiment, Gleas;n mentions that some oé her
.ubjects -also replied with the progressive, and that children doing so would ‘ i
ihaVé to be prompted to try again. When so prompted, her subjects usually
responded with the §ppropri;ﬁe forms. Our children when prompted, would eithet1
continue to use the -ing form or would switch to the simple form, such as rick.
This latter response, as we have seen, is correct according to the rules of
Pidgin grammar.

It should be pointed cut that often the VSEP kindergarten children usedl

e = W

the -ing form without the auxiliary be. If a subject were to use tbe ~ing

form, in SE one would have to say, for example, Yesterdav he was ricking. The {

equivalent pi&gin reply to this is Yesterday ‘he-ricking. The was' can be

omitted because of the preceding past tense adverb yesterday, beCause of tense

P

. - - *
neutralization. *

‘ A final bit of support for the accuracy of the interpretation that the

X'Pidgin-speakihg children are not deficient may be found in the nature of the E

» [

test situation itself. What we have is & dyadic interaction between an adult
and a child. One could speculate that perhaps there is someching in thé ! f
children's culture which does not lend itself to performing well undemfthis

conditi&n. The adult-child situation could be too threatening to the child.

~%

A third interprotation of the. test results could " at the test is |
!

indeed  adequaté, and that the conditions under which it is adminigtered aglh
-also adequate, but that the complex.language situation in Hawaii ‘tends té\delay
’ [
complete language development. It has been demonstrated elsewhére*that/in

bilingual situaticns the children lag somewhac behind monolingual children

in the acquisition of both languages. In Hawaii, it might be;che cage that

Pidgin-speaking children are also in a bilingual environment, with-SE and

¢?iagih.compgtingafor development and acquisition. It must be noted that this

“ '

12
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ihtérpretation does not automatically rule out the second interpretation dis=
jnterpreca 10€s not omatic it the Secomn C

. B - owy el . e e - « e e . PR R EEETC
S ussed abovéi Both are 'possible, and likely, and together would help in :
- ."‘ *“w ; . — - ' . .
explaining the test results. b e L 2
e .
Conclusion T ‘ :
\’:7—“:—7:.%» - . . . - . -4
What we have attempted to demonstrate is that it is not always appropriate

"M—
A,gpxnse:tﬁe;same,teét instriment in. cross-cultural qtudies;. An~egge11ent,te§t

L

Kiﬁﬁﬁﬁiteamiddle'class cilture in the Boston area. apparéntly faiied;;n‘ridgipé‘

M.:;peal::l.ngﬂﬂiic;nolulu\.w It can giéb(be fei&iiﬁéé‘éﬁr‘ﬁbEi héS'aisé;dEﬁénétfafedf N
e R ;

> o

|

/

‘that snot only can-a test such as Gleason' 's fail, but it can even produce

e VU S
2o damaging Tésults- if those who are interpreting them do. not understand the
- =y \ | e e
§ 'iculture and’the speech code of the subjects.
; . )
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