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ABSTRACT

The language of 29 Canadian ch11dzen was sampled
during the first two years of schooling in free .conversations and in
more formal school-like tasks as part of a three-year 'longitudinal

. study of- the prope;tzes of oral language and theirx relation to other

- measures of cognitive, kangu;stzc, and reading performance. The
language samples were subjected to various speech act, grammatical,

. pronominal, proposztzonal, and cohesion analyses. Prelzmznary

findings suggested w
the development o

1n .which oral language competence related to
g To summarize, the interrelationships '
between the strucfural an conversat1ona1 varzables measured?suggest
that the more ‘sophisticated maintenance of a topic and th tendency
to initiate a’remote ‘or abstract topic may be related to (1) the
child's fac111ty with the moré complex- structures of language, namely
subordination and coordination, and (2) the occurrence of a range of
psychological verbs,. such as the linguistic verbs "say™ and "talk,"
the affegtzve verbs "love" and ”hate," the cognitive verbs "thznk"
and "mean,"” and the perceptual vérbs "see" and "listen."” In general,
one side of oral competence, that which relates to the complexzty of
linguistic structuré, appeared to ‘be related to the acguisjtion of
reading skills, while a second aspect of oral competence, pertaiming
to the initiation and maintenance of discourse topics in ,
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conversat1ons, ‘was not related to readzng skill., (RL) ’
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{ .. A central problem for e£cationa1-tﬁeory is the djfferential

L A
effects of schooling on children, why it<is that some children are better

ED212981
$

ahle to master the forms of competence taught in the schools tham others. .

v

The preferred explanat':ion, and the one exam'ined-hgre, is the relationship

: that holds between the child's competence with the "mother tongue"--the

)

. ordinary oral language of the homg-——aﬁd the more formal, decontextl‘xalized\
. . . , Y ,
and explicit language that makes up a large part of the language of‘sghool‘. -

Two descriptions of the relation between the liJanguagct of the home
. Iy *

“ -

and the language of the school have been advanced. Bernstein (1971) attempted

! to explain school failupé by "code" differences between social,classes. .

-

Because the language of the school was essentially identical to "middle class"

languag'e,' middle c}:ass children have less difficulty‘ in school than do lower
L . - .
class children. A second ‘explanation is that the relation between the

language of the home is essemtially continuous with the language o@f the school

4

and children who are mofe sophisticated in their uses of that language are

s . .

better prepared to deal with the language of the school. Wells (1981) for t

7 ° ¢ t
example has found dizable and reliable relations-betwden oral languig'?‘ /

-

competencé~and progress in learning to read.

L

-

Our concerns in this project fall between thése altghnatives. We
~ ’ ¢ » ‘ ¢
have attempted to determine children's competence with: a variety of aspects

of language including both clausal and discourse properties in the attempt :

-

. . [ ;
to determine which ‘aspects of oral competence are ne]xeva'nt to the acquisition
N - . \ »

N of the lite‘rate skills of reading-and writing} ' Hence Wé have attempted to :
. - } . )
5

identify the major dimensions of oral language use, to construct scales for
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. measuring these dimensigns and then to relate these "dimensions,to the .

] .
\

, children's .progress in learning 'to read and write. We have examined these
- issues by sampling children's language during the first three years of
. .schooling as ,the cﬁild is prepared for and eased into early reading

(Kindergarteﬂ to Grade 2). By examining the relationship between measures
of oral performance in these years and some other measures of cognitiwe,

: . g« .
linguistic and finaIly reading perfd}mance\ we intend to uncover the ways

in which -oral language competence or skill with\"the mother tongue" are

. . ‘ Y . ) RS . E
related to the deyelépment of 1iteracy skills: N

3y . . .
o
T "

Method' ) ' ‘ .o , - ) _ ' .

‘¥> . ' ‘We have collected two years of data from our sample of 29 English :
' ’ S -
. speaking children drawn from two Toronto schodis, one in a primarily, working" .
’ R ..““ N . - B f’ , &
. . o,
class neighbouthood, the,other in a primarily profesé@ynai neighbourhood.

, . < f e «
. . ? , N . .

vt 2 ‘The battery of tasks include: .
s r 1).QPPST-vocabu1ary subtest (Year 1) and/WIég‘vocabulary subtest (Year 2)-- s
B taped- / . . .
- A
]
4
2) WPPST Block design subtes_g zYear 1) and WISC block design subteit - ‘
‘ . {Year 2) .. a ) L
: - . MR [ - e ' . L -
. ) 3) Durrell Analysis of Reading Difﬁiculz& . :
, , ’ - ' -, .
' 4) ‘A block description ,task in which subjects «were asked to describe the

i)
i
f

, \
abilitylto formulate propositionally c plex statements“could be sampled. ) [Tf
\ '\ ‘ ‘e .

The complexity of the minimally adequate descriptive statement depended on ’

™ -

the altefnatives preﬁented along with the target block ’ - '

5) Free speech: Children were paired and left alone 'in g roém for five *e
. ‘» .

-

minutes prior to the beginning of tHe Lego task, ostensibly while waiting for




14 v ’
.

' . L : ¢
« materials to be brought to the test room. They were encouraged by the

- R .
Experimenter tostalk to each other. ~Sessions were tape-recorded, video-

.

rd

taped and later transcribed.

-
v

6) Lego task: Children wege paired and asked rto build a.29§ together out of

I'ego blocks. They were instructed that they were free to discuss what they

.
‘

‘would build and encouraged by the Experi@enter to talk.~ Sessions lasting
about 15 minutes were tape-recorded, videotaped, transcribed and analyzed.

. = N .
7) Story-retelling tasR: Subjects were told stories in such a way that they

could put a series of pictufes in_the appfopriate order. The§ were than -

rd L . -
asked to retell the story--first to the Experimenter (td assure that the
v e »

o'

. . - - ~ \s
children in fact understood E;e story) and sgfond;y to another child, who

.’
on the basis of the stqry, was to arrange the same pictures in the appropriate
4 R 3 .

l“
¢

order. j Sy ) : . e

-

. 8) Samples of writin%/pave also been cpllected in the final two years of
. . [SEEEN
’ v ? P J

[N

the data collection ﬁﬁése.

Reading, block des;gn'qnd vocabulary tasks were .scered for ‘each

- #

-

child. Langu;?e samples were transcribed and amalyzed. 'SeVeréi'of these

analyses are &§till underwhy. ‘ \ .
’ A : -

\‘Analyses ' : ‘ o .

~ -

v

-

"'In our anaiyses of speech samplés,‘we have attemyked to find

. . ’ .

ke
. 1indices of the’ quality of various aspects of the language and also in-

. - A o -

dicationsiofﬂthe ways in which oral language may be épecialized to sérve“

A 1 ~ .

the logica} and social\démands of conversationg. \gEveyal differenE\

~

~ 4 . ot ‘ . >
anaaytic devices have been developed for use with gpeech samples: first,\

9’

. »

. analyses performed on the structure of the utterances ‘themselves and’

»

] ) ~ . < B
gecondly, analyses in terms of  the conversational functions of the successive
. St - P; . :
AN

utterances which make up the\discqyrse. ' y T

T
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Structural features included the semantic and syntactic properties

of clausé§ that ‘make up an utterance following methods employed by Wells

/

(1980) and Quirk (1972). Transcriptions of children's lahgugge obtained from
o P guge .

-

1 /;he vocaBulary, block description and Lego tasks were analyzed for grammatical
* M t r * ‘ —

* e

well-formedness, clause embedding, lemgth,K and complexity, use of modifiers ,
' ) . ‘ .o s
adé qualifiers, verb inflection and complexity, the ;ggagement of pronouns,

the source of gramﬁatiballqrrors, £¥bpositionél complexity and 1£xica1

.

choices in ‘some semantic domains, particularly psychological verbs, -

.
’ 1

The pronominal analysis has been.devised to examine how the effecgi?e

N .

+

use of prdnohns depends on such variables ‘as the task engaged in, the pre-

Y ‘ . e,
he speaker. . .
+ < ).

~

s+ The propositional analysis of language attempts to capture the

~ .
sence or absence of d#vailable referents, aned the linguistic competence of

g A
underlying meaning of‘ sentences through the application of predicate cal-

IS
2

culus - to our subjects' utterances. Rules and procedures for p;opagitional
\ .
rules for transforming a linguistic surface structure into

7

[}
analysis,. such as

a propositional representation and vice versa, vary between investigators.

.

. Although generaflyzacceptéd and invariant rules have not yet been gsta
\

in the field, important steps have been made by Kintsch (1974) and Miil‘
Johnson-Laird (1976). Our procedures’draw on the;r analydes and it i

aur contention that a propositional analysis gives a better indic ion of .
tpe,démantic'éo;plexity of childsgn's utterances’ than the simple'count of MLU
(méaa length of utfgrance). Prelimina;y analyses of the data gathered.so far

support this view. -

4

. 1
Discourse features included varigus aspects of conversational skills
. , R \ \\‘

»

s, gputh &s how utterantes, contribute to the building and maintenance of topics




»

throughout the discourse and to tdrn—taking in the .dis€ourse} we have als?a

-
[ °

. ~“ .
looked at some of the devices used in the maintenance of topics and devices

. -
r »

used in turn;téking. To obtain so@e validity for thesé’measures as aspects
. T . . -7 T
of conversational skill, ‘we have .also obtained independent judgements from

.

. e .
raters on the conversatipnal ~skill of our subjects in the free speech and

.. ’ .
Lego<building tasks in our sample. ' 4 .

. e
.

v

Some analyses have been comple‘ed and will be described ig‘detall

as&bur preliminary findings are prese#ﬁéﬂﬂ -,

"

Results : 42\} ) ) LI »

~

To date we have tarried out extensive structural and discourse
- -3

\\ . " N .
analyses og/the speech samples of the 29 children for two of the oral s

-

Lv ;
language tasks from the second year data. These two samples are free

speech with a peer and cooperative play with a’peer. Structural and dis-

-
. v

4 -
course measures have so far been combined across the two tasks, yielding
. -~

¢ , :
one sample of . conversation for~each pair.- We have related these structural

and discourse measures to the children's Vocabulary 'and Block Design scores

- . .

— . . . @ .
and to tﬁ%iyesults of the standarized reading ‘test.(Durrell) administered

~ *»

in March of the second year of the project. .

[

The statistical anakgses to Yate have been mainly correlational.

. .
Results of the anaiyses are subject to morefcoﬁplex 'statistical procedures,

*

since hindling

the daia w%yhabe obtained requires taking igto account the lack
e . ’ v i .

aq

of independence betweéen partners‘in our “conversational samples. We ‘are
P partners " K amp

currentiy expioring ways—of(avoiding thig problemz Correlational analyses

are thus coﬁsidered’exglo;atony on data ofrthis kind and are therefore

* -
ire .

reported as;§¥élimin§ry.' -

s
L4
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1) Strucdbral analygﬁs. Each utterance’that each child in the

?
sample generated while partiCLpating‘in the conversational and cooperative

N,

-

e play'session was analyzed. To d;:e we have counted severalistruﬁtural N
&
featufes of those dtterances including the MLU of 1ndependent clauses, the -
~ . ' 4 -
&
fatio of dependent to independent clauses the number of modifiers and

*
-

qualif;ers in independent and’ dependent clauifs, the number of errors in

verbs and verb phrases and: errors ‘in the use of auxiliary verbs, and the use
of Rsychologipéi verbs (think, say, care etc.) and cognitive verBs (know, ) e

decide, doubt, etc.), subordinating and coordinating conjunctions, modal verbs . -
t s ., . .

such as might, could and should, and compléx verbs which take an infinitival

complement. Relative to- the reliabilities of these scales and to -the re-

4

markable diversity'and variability of the children's utterances in a free

. h
play situation, several interesting patterns have emerged. The relations
between these strustural features and'particularly their relationships to

oo
%

reading scores are shown in the upper left quadrant of Table 1.

]
L

Insert Table 1 about here

. - e -
In an.earlier paper we analyzed the data for 18 subjects (Torrancé and -Olson, 1981).

" That data revealed that the number of psychological verbs used by the child‘was

— the factor most closely related *to.children's reading abilityl These are-

“‘ ' as know, think, say, mean, decide, care, like, etc. The best

T
-,

readers used N 1lot 6f these and the poorest readers very few of them.

-




-
Q
-~

- . 4.

verbs fall roughly into four categories; lifguistie (say, talk, call, etc.);

T . . . T oy . -
. affective (care, love, hate, etc.); cognitive (know, think, mean, understand,

s

etc.); .and perceptual (see, look, listen, etc.). One of these? categories,

_cognitive verbs, relates to reading skills in several ways. First, the

~

strongest overall correlation with readiﬁg appeared with th% number of_/

- " different cognitive vprbs used by the child (xr = .45) aqﬁ the aumber of .
r s . i : * ' e .. .
. imnsrances where the Jetb is completed.by a complex infinitive, gerund or .

clause structure (r = .33). Further, because two of these verbs know and

\

| C think, are used by virtually every child in a variety of structural sontexté,
. Lthink _ ally SR

.. _weieliminéted instances of these from our sample and further analyzed the
. . \ om ¢ ‘

remaining set. The obtained correlations for reading with number of different
! . ‘- vy
-cggntive verbs (RTYPE) and with complex completion§ (RCOMP)/increaséd'Eub—
. 2 . \ - ’
stantially. Howéver, there is a high relationship between the number. of

. verb types children used and the number of cadgs in which tPat verb was

, followed by a complex clause.structure. That is, the more of these verbs
N > .

children usedy the more opportunities they had for-making different comﬁlex
Al . '( -

' - / .

», . -structural endings. For this reason, multiple regressions were run to predict

4 ) \
reading. For 29 children, the number of different cognitive verbs, (excepting
. M 1 .

know and think) that appeared in~their utterapces predicts 29% of the variance

. {
in reading scores (F due to regression = 10.90, p & “.01). Adding in the

o /

( ' second highest correlate, the factor of complex endings didl@r;ot significantly
* . . . N

increase the prediction.

1,27

* ‘l’ _ ”]

.
[ . - o

¥ ' The third factor to skgnificantly correlatetwith reading scores

o

14

was, as expeq&éﬁ, the meafi” lepgth of utterance for independent clauses, The
. mean length of 1ndependent'clahses was longer for good readers. Addingg}his . .

*

v 4 0
factor of types of cognitive yerbs‘in the regression equation predictin

readin




N\
_ scores {id significantly increase predlctlon (F1 26 due to regression = 9.67,

4: .01). These two factors together acepunt tLr 43% of the variance in our

. - .
readrng sgores.,/” 7 '

~ . - 4
. .

While the number of modifiers and qualifiers used by the good
readers was not d1fferent from the number used§£y poor readers, %he poorer

readers tended to put more of their modifiers and qualifiers into deEendent

’

clauses, and godd readers xended to put them 1nto indepgddent clauses. The
. ® . : *
ratio of modifiers and qualifiers in independent clauses was the fourth
\ . »
- .
/correlate of reading skill. ' The greater number of modifiers and qualifiers
/ ) :

found in independent clauses must in part account for the greater'MLU of

those clauses. The final 51gn1f;cant correlate of reading performance

/
was the raglo of subordlnate clauses to 1ndependent clauses in the children's

— .

utterances. Good«feaders then used more dependent clauses, but theSe clauses
~ ’ -
"tendeds to be shorter; poor readers used fewer of them but when they did they

tended to carry more modifiers and qualifiers. To simplify, good readers ,

¥

~ s I3

'backed more mddifiers and qualifiers in the main clausg of theﬁr sentences;

\

and good readgrs had a higher ratio of :ssubordinate’ to independent clauses.

Indeed, the two poorest readers usedfonly two dependent clauses in their

entire 15—minutq conversation. Adding in those-factors, ratio of modifiers =
\ !
_of qualifiers independent clauses and ratio of subordinate to %pdependent
. . N
clauses, however, did not increase prediction in the regressIon equation

predicting reading skill.

P
»

These are' some indica;ions'that a chrld's oral language ccmpetence

2

relates to his learning to read. As mentioned, the child's use df cdgnitive
- .

verbs, those verbs that indicate Wow the propositional content .of the sentence
»

is to be taken, is the highest correlate of reading.scores. We analyzed them




£

\

o

. -—
v os

primaq}l§ because we were interested in the possibiliEy that iiteracy,-

that is iearning to read and write, encour?gea the d;fférentiatieh\gf form.
‘from meaning, and hence accentuated the differenee between what was said ‘
aéd what was meant. xWe will attempt to ;nalyée hqw.our children might -use
these verbs diffqrénﬂ@ally'tp mark literal from intended meaning. We have
known for instance that ;h%ldren E;om homes in which the distinction betweer :
sajid and meant‘is lexi;ally marked, do tend to d}fferegtiatg between ptroduction

errors and comp%éhensioh errors; ‘that is, as listeners they. know when tge
’ '\ ’ y ’ »
speaker did ngt say what he meant’ (Olson, 1977b; Robinson, Goelman and Olson,

in press). But we are sﬁ;prised that their use is ‘more closely related to

-
0

reading than any other measure of structural complexity:

»
-

: ! s
While these relations between reading, cognitive verbs and chmplex
I N ! .

linguistic structures are interesting it remains unglear just why the

. relationship occurs. ‘The'eafly reading tests which discriminate better from

'

4

(X

poorer readers tend to be simple paragrapﬁs~—these paragraphs do.not contain
o : . .

\ R -
‘any complex verbs, they contain no complex clause complements, and yet the
. ' RV ’ .
children who handle these devicesg orally tend to be the better readers. We can

+ . | . '
offer three hypotheses for this ré}ationship, hypotheses that we are\in the
\\ -1 i ' . N

>

proéess of empirically examining. .~ : .

~ 5 e first is thét good‘yeadets use more éognitivc vegbs because .
. \ A 4

these verbs can occur in complex syntactic environments and it is that cémplex

syntax is a general indicatii?/of a high\ievel of structural competence, which

ell that good redders tend overall ¢
, ) .

predicts reading. It may be recalled as
A} . \

v %

. ’ \ . A
to use more subordinate construcgggggkthan‘gfor readers. These cognitive

.\ ' - .
verbs then, may play directly into those subordinate constguctions to permit

3 .
+ ¢

thé expression of’complex\igéas. Hence, a child with this,complex syntax

o
-, . !
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1 »

and these cognitive verbs could express his or her stance'to a proposition
-
s A . .. I3 .
« (John expects .that x, John wonders if x, John decided that x, and so on). s

» .
. N

. . - *
’ or interrogate his listener!s stance towards propositions and furthek can N
~ - .

do so in£; single utterance. ' The pdor readers in our study were less likely
-~ . '

" to do so--and perhaps were less able to do so. Instead of saying "Did you

know that x." the poor reader rypically says "You know what? X." For examplé€,

’

consider the follOW1ng utterances. Two children discuss with thein partners

7 c. * -4 _ > s }

) the task they are involjved in: - ’ - . P )

!

y Good reader: What game do you think we're gonna play. ‘ .
.A * . k - N L i
Poor. reader: ' What are we gonna do? - * ’ )

. . N

y §1milarly, two children interrogate their listerner's memories in differente =
- wa}’s:{\ . VL ' .

\ t . Good reader:- Remember nhen we brang things to the teacher and

: ' . ' I fell down. ‘\ . ) .

Poor reader: We done this last yedr too in the- same time.

. Didn't we? Remember? ° . e .0
., H .V

. ) . L v .
. While these are importapt differencea~in afal language ¢competence, they do
not directly explain wh§ children who use these devices can read simple
T . -
paragraphs Hetter than children who -do not. ) . /

.
-

. N . Y .
A second possihle explanation for the high correlation -between ,‘
reading and the use of these cognitive verbs is that cognitive Yerbs reflect

~- ~ the child's‘knowledge of vocabulary}generallyi It iswell known that <
‘vocabulary deyelopment is highly correlated with reading skill. In fact,

'
if

including decide, remember, doubt and expect, tend to’

S + ) .
be used by our good readers but not our poor readers. Again, while . >

,our cognitive ve;b

- these dre important differences in oral language conpetence, théy do not ;A%

o

directlx expldin, why children who use such verbs can read simple paragraphs

: Q
EKTC : ,Pe,,t-ter than ch;;gfgen’* xf}ho, dg not. 1 1

o = e v B o s
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°

The third hypothesis ‘nd the one we .favor, is that these psycho- — 2

e * . . e o~

logical verbs, particularly the cognitive verbs are part of a system of ™

.‘ . -
concepts for- decontextualizing language andvtthght§ Basic to this syttem |

L] .’

are the verbs which mark an,understanding of thé relation between speaker's

meaning and sentence meaning (Olson, i977b), tBut is between what a word )

- ¢ - - s
sentence means ratler than what one means by it. It is this differentiation,
/

we believe th child must master in learning that not only do people

"mean" things b wbat they say but that th words and sentences, per, se,

» .
. O

mean something. This is a basic move intfoming to recognize "words"" as
. ’ N S >

constituents of utterances, anﬁfﬁt,is a move that may be prerequisité to
’ . ¢ 4 - 3
"reading" any words at all. “ ot ' . -
- L] s
- . v ( . -
) » «
« 'Why the other cagnitive verbs also relate to reading is not

e
. »

.
4

.so clear but it is possiple that it is only when a speaker can clearly

‘e

recognize that what was said was not equivalent to what was meant, and "

.

thgt song sayings are better representations of what was meant than others,

. that he or she is in‘a position to choose correctly between the psychological

1 ~ »

committment to what is said in terms of such ‘verbs as know, think, believe,

@

guess, €oubt, deny and-so on."
. /,/ . : .
We have designed a series of tasks to help us choose among

% -
Ly

the hypotheses as to why these psychological verbs should reiate to the
ahquisition of literacy. ‘Bhese tasks are cqrrently_being a@pinistered’

v L]

.as part of 'the third year battery. Pilot tésting of these tagks confirm

that they will serve .to differentiate our good from;our.poor readexs:
Hence ‘these tests will not only permit us to make a thorough :assesment

of childrén's comprehensiqn and use_ of th'ese v%rbs but also, as méntioned,

help to determine just why they are relevant. )

v .
’ . v




. In regard'to the relationships within structural variables the

’data in the upper léft qhadrant oI Table 1 reveal that many of tﬁese struc-
y
tural.variables, as expected are strongly correlated. Speciffsé;ly;/fﬁe///.
- 4 @ x , -
) range of psychological and cognitive ‘verbs are hi&hly interrelated and

-~ N\ ' —— ‘s

:,_correlate pos1tively witlt~the interrelated measures of subordination.

+ - N B

')f Children who use more psychological and cognitive;verbs then also use

more subordination. Indeed, many utterances combine the-two.

4 H]

For example : 4_// -t :

~ v

L @) Ci'” ' I wonder what Haley did
. £
b) J: I told you there's.the 'Lego bag

On the other hand, the ratio of modifiers ar Zqualifiers found in independent = . 1
RN Wt , - p ]

‘clauses correlates negativd%? with the ratio of subordinate clauses and

. the'use of psybbologicaf verbs. The explanation is relatively'straight-

”

éforwarda' Psychological verbs often-takf. the more domplei structure of a

clause complenent and the psyc??}ogi 1 stance is simply stated,:that is, .,
ot

without modification or qualification. For.ekample' {

o do you think we will go to bed at school

S

-

b) K:~ loog what, #t says
v ) N g .
-.\I told ya I had it right
™ . . . . N
Further the number o coordinateAconjunctions €per independent clause)

. N ‘ .
used to link clauses within a turn is positively reldtéd to the nimber of

* ’

subordinaﬁg clauées (peg independent clause)and to the range of subordinate

-

“conjunctiong used. ‘That is, children who use subordination to 1ink clauses
, ct . 6 v s .

- A ;{ N . . N \
within a turn also uée coordination to link clavuses, within a turn..

[ Y




-
.
[
&

. N + -
’ - e oy -
:) , - . R T \ 7 . L ] * . ) s

. ; e e

D 4 __J§ In summary then, these{v%ry.ﬁreliminary data indicate that at | -~

2 ) . T

.igﬁgé some ‘aspects of grammatical and lexical gtructure in a child's : -

. e : . . . . - 3 . ~ . -
: ' oral’ language are importamt to his learning to read. ‘?G/Lt least some
, . '. . . “"t/ f . . -

‘. N ‘extent then, reading capitalizes on the child's knowledge of the strugcture

: : . 9. -

o .
. of his oral language.  ‘Herce, the positive relationshipg showﬁ in the

P upper left quédﬁé%ﬁ of Tabie 1. Turthermore, we expect that our current
~ - -~

- - c

studies ~will disentangle just why these oral competencies relate to
. \ ~

LD F ’ - .
. . reading. But not all of this oral competence 3; relevant to the acquisi-
i F 4 T .

s tion of literacy skills; conversational discourse.properties of oral language
I . . \ >

appear to be quite independent of these-étructural properties. ThQSIis . 3

7 r

o 3

shown in the second form of analysis.

2) Discourse analyses. Each utterance of the corpus for

N ] s \ - py
each child was subjected “to a second type of analysis, consjfned th{ié
\ . - v - °

* time not with the grammatical and semantic properties of children's

-y utteranéés but with their conversationa} properties, theirfbragmatic*

functions and their illocutionary force. The speech act analysis Was "

. »
€ -

0 ‘ .
baséd not op the calculation of the,ratio of various speech acts in various . !
¥ oaw, g "

2
\

o [N . . . .
'confexts (Dorég, 1977), but rather on the cohesive tie§~3etween djacent
v , ThL ) . - ’
turns in the discourse. 'Wg have not yet completed the analysis of the use
’ . ’
of cohesive devices.within a turn. The ones analyzed thus far.are

. . ¢ ‘ N
¥ between turns. The primdry consideration in this analysis was the extent

. to which ut;erapces:
i : .

1. picked up the expectancies established by the preceediné tutn,

. . . o - )
o> - ' v N . . -
‘o and,

I . »
T 4.
- A

' 2, added -expectanciesywhich were to be met by éhe succeeding (FN ' ,

Ly . ~ |
’ speaker, : - ,
i ' -
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i - The analysis was based largely on Kéye and Charney's '(1980) and on i&own's
. . 14
< (1980) analysis of mother—child conversational jnteraction. Both Kaye - ,

[ P

o and Charneyfand“Brown poinl out that a primary difference betweén the con-

r versationa}\contributiods of a young "child and. fhose of the parent is that. .

. - PR -

the latter both pick up the thread of the previous’ speaker and advance the

()

. ' topic by setting up related expectancies in turn. By the aée of six,wé_find

. ‘ o _
that;ﬁur ¢hildren are beginning to use these adult-like discourse structures.
. % . 9 ) i e

Here is an example: « . I3 g
a) Experimenter You will helpfeach other build one thing - - . 3

Child: Right, if we have enough Lego after we build the thing .

14

3

. ~

could we build something else?
» ¢ *

This child's conversational turg looks both bacﬁward and forward, “and ia

0 P -,

called a "turnabout'". -Turnabouts contrast with less discourse cohesive

N "% devices such as simple acknowledgements or responses (without setting up
. o new expectancies for the listener) and_simple comments and commands (Mand) L
‘ _ which while they set up expectancies or requirements for the listener, m&é%
no acknowledgement of the preceeding turn Here are some examples. .
* b)sE: What are you going to build? )
» 4 r ' : SN
J: We'll decide in private. (Response) ' ‘
) c) Af ‘. There's anotherkman . Sy ’
“ I 9"‘ Oh we might as well put shutters here. (Mand) ' . .
. In addition we “counted the number of. topics each speaker introduced ' ”@ ’

the number of topics that were introduced by turnabouts, the number of
e J S e »

remote or abstract topies a speaker introduced, the number pof conjunctions

-

fhat a child used to tie his contributiofis to those of his conversationq}ﬁ‘
{ - T * ’ .
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7 o

partner anqrsimply the number of tu
/

8
two independent judges to make a simpldi'global ove;all judgment of their

estimate of a child's conversational skill on the basis of a single viewing

of the vide%fapes. As can be sqgn from the correlations shown in the lower

)
right quadrant of Table 1, these measures of discourse cohesion tend to

T

be intercorrelated and they 'tend as well to correlate with the global

L]
-

n . ~

judgment of conversationaI competence. )
" The conversatiQnal rating reported #n Table 1 was carried out by

..
0

having raters view videotapes ‘of the free _speech and Lego interactions. The’

.

correlation between ra}ings for the,? independent raters is 76 As Table 1

shows all our measures of. ¢onversatdonal 'skill are significantly correlated
- ’ [ S ’ cT

with raters' rankings. The stronggstnCorre&ate of global skill for these

ratqrs is'the ude of coordinate conjunctions to_iink a speaﬁer's utterance
. g ] . ’

with the preceding turn. The order of correlation for the remaining variables

7

s

is the number of topics openned by turns which are turnabouts (that is, both
! [} \? . i - - ) T

respond to the listener’and make demands on the listener), the number of remote
¥ M [ !

topies openned the proportiq;rof Eurns‘which are turnabouts, the number of

-

- topics raised by each speaker and’ the number of turns ehch speaker con-
tributes. Given the high expected intercorrelations amongst these

[

conversatiqnal me ures, a multi le regression was carried out to determine
P g

the best predictors %i‘:gnversational ratings. Results of this analwsis

’
-yielded two predictors of, conversational skill, coordinate conjunction links

» ¥

' l
to previous turns and the-number of turns each épeaker contributes (F2 26

to regression 8 55; p 4_ 01) These‘two factors gcecounted for 40% of ‘the”
oy T ) Oy
variance in;conversationalerat gs' gud no further factor contributed signi-

L
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‘- figantly to the-pre?iction. We conclude theq that our measures-of con-

versational skill do tap at least some of the ways:in which good conver-
_ , ’ . ‘e ” .

Yo
sationalists manage discourse. yurther, this pair of conversational raters,
» -

. . ' <

then, appears on the bssis of videotape viewing to judge conversational ' ) ~

. N *

A} < M . Y
skill in terms of th& smpothness of turn-taking-end the productive fluency of t?e
~ : . ~' . o . .
speakers. o ) ’ - . )
v + 13 ' ) " . - f

+ A secohd pair‘of conversational rafers, however,'rated a sub-
K sample of our children in slightly different ways (Yorrance and Olséh, 1981).

i

. \ . i g
In udging the.skills of 18 of our 29 children, these raters did not view

. 1] ~

/ ideotapes but rather read through transcripts of the conversational samples.

' y
’ leir raggaqg2;3§e correlated 70 Interkstlngly, the conversational measures

that' correlated most stronglfrwith their‘ratings were the proportion of _

~ / .o ’ . T
—

utterances which were thrnabouts, the number of turnabouts used to open topiés ~

- . . = . N - ) ~’4 . - . s .

and the number of remote topics openned. Again, because of the high expected
~ ’ S~

intercorrelations, a multiple regression analysis wastperformgd. For this set \

of ratings; the best predictors of conversatioqgl skill were the proportion

. S - .

) of uttenances that were turnabouts and the numher of remote topices raised ,
:
(F1,16 due to regression = 5,03, p € .05)., While the previous raters Judg-‘\
ments appear*to be based on smeothneSS and'fluency,'these réters appear to,
. be jgﬁgié; mere on'the basis of the‘maiptenancefof:topics and the quality

of topics raiseé. The reason for. this difference, . y in fact be the different

" . . g

k: L -
procedures used in obtaining The ratings. In viewing a'yideotape, the con- /}fs &=,
F ] -
versation passes rapidly by the viewer; the’ substance of particular topit e
] , L - ' . .
sequences may not be easily remembered. :In reading through a transcript, \Sgﬁi

however, it méy be more diffieh13 to judge the smoothness pf turn-taking and

Y
.

th% quality of the discourse topics, Also,

so more atterition may'be paid to
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.
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I

E suggestion to us about the nature of convexsational skill that bears

.satig sEZEI';:r raters aye judging, ta see if, in fact, we can obtain

. . . -
. \,‘ . . .

in reading transcripts the raker has recdﬁ_se to re—reading passages and

A

_verifying his hypotheses .about speafers' contribution. The reader may in

fact be biased in this case-to judge the quality of each speaker's utterances
’ *

rather than the overall flow of‘conyersation. '
‘ A

-

&52ﬁaon Welts (personal communication) has recently made a o

interestingly on this”point. He suggests that conversabionéi'skill may ' .
in faot have tWo dimensions, the_ one more interpersonal and the other

more logicad or'ideational. In judging fluency and smoothness of turn- -

¢ e - .
taking transfer, we believe our first ratprs were more concerned with the -

Al
- -

inﬂérpersonal aspect of conversational skill; whereas in judging maintenance

and quality of topic, our second ratersnwere more concerned wifh the logical

» - 3

or ideational aspect. We plan to‘examine th1s hypothesis moé@ carefully in

e ———— U

T i’

future analyses in’which we will attempt to shape which~ aspects of conver-*" Co '

r ?

XL .. .
distinct ratings along.these two dimensions. + Further, in regard to this
2

issue, we. find a 53 ght tepdency for our first set of raters, those swho viewed .

»

,videotapes, to judge members of each pair as more alike than did the raters

3 ot "

) wha redd transcripts. This suggests to us that smoothnbss and fluency of a

. -~ .ot ¢

speaker in conversation, the ﬁnterpersonal aspect, may be more dependent
! ) ) Sk
on conversational partner than are the abilities to build and maintain a

-

sophisticated topic. Wev shall be able to examine .this hypothesis after we
have analyzed this year s conversgti;nal interactions as we ‘Mave designed

our conversational tasks thiS'yEar so that each.child in the sample is

’ , .. N

~ . . . . .
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paired with a child of similar conversational skill and with a child of

] dissimilar skill, according to last year's ratings. We will thus be able to
Qapare the child's skill at the more interpersonal aspects/bf conversation

-~

- «and the more ideational or logical aspects across conversational partneré to see

=
-

which if any skills are more va%iable.(ﬁ\ v

e - If our hypothesis regarding the‘¥7;erpersontl and logical aspects

4 t .
of conversational skill are correct, we cduld expect to see some reflection

of this in thé iﬁterrelationships betwegen the structural features of oral (
A

language and the conversational features.’ Specifical‘&, we could expect

that the raising of remote topics and the proportion of turnabouts in the

maintenance of topié& would,i:terrelate with those st;u?t;ral‘featﬁres that
in part predict reading ski?l.' Th? low;r left éuadrant of Table 1 #eveals o CT
"that this is the casé. We Eind'that the raising of remote top%Fs ;s . .
i signifiéaﬁtly rélétqﬂ to }h' measures of subéréination particularly th; rangé
K- - .

S .
= of subordlqéte conJunctlonsand to some extent the ratio of subordinate clauses

“ . XTI

n, ﬁot on%y tend to

)
ralse more remote topics, they also tend to.use more

-

o ind&;endent‘clauses. Our good conversationalists
A
ubordinaﬁe clau

Ctions. Unlike

, \
¥ #

structures and to use a,gréaterjvariety of subordinate con
!
the good readers, though, they tend to pack more modifiers. and qualifjers
into those sypordinate constructfons, g;nce the negative correlation with MQ
- s A * Y -

ratio per independent clause., Further, with regafd to the interrelationshiﬁé ’
betweenigtructural and conversational measure;, the good cénversgéionali;ts‘
y . . N , ‘
teﬁd to use a greater yariet&vof psychological verbs and the tendency to
. : ! @
. | dq so is correlated with mosi of oa;@poﬁvefsé;iqpal mqasureé, most strghgly , ; %
with the propor fon of turnab0uts,‘conjuﬁbxions ;gxlinks to péévious speakers' , |

¥ A %

B - utteranceg and aising of remote topics. The uséfgf psycholbg;cal verbs °




£
ki

J -
*
-
0
"

then, not only relates to our struotural measures of language complexity,
K but also to' the raising of remote topics and to the maintenance of topics,
. - )
~ hypqthetically, the-more’ logical aspects of conversational skill, These .

.

relationships do fiot hold however for the restricted set of cognitive verbs

< .
. ’ . v M
5

» we looked at. So whileathe good conversationalists includi more linguistic,

N affective dnd perceptual expressions in their utterances then do poor

conversationalists, they do not include mare cognitive expressions. Good
) ' .
readers on the other hand use more cognitive expressions but not more

linguistic, affective and perceptual expressions. Finally, these linguistic,

- o
affective and perceptual expressions appear to be useful for discuss}dn—of

|
-’ v ~

remote topics and the maintenance of topics through turnabout utterances.
Interestingly, the one correlation of a conversational measure

: with reading is a negatiye:one betweenhtne number of topics introduced o

by’ the %xs\peaker and reading skill, Our- gbod readers then, do not genera-lly -

- . - -~ .

exercise conversational control by introducing_topics but tend merely to
contribute to the topics esta ishégpby their conversatlonal partner.

' Finally,|with respect fo coordinatq conjunctidn linkilto previous

, speakers turns, Le see that. this convérsational device is related to two of
our structural measures, the nse of coordinate conjﬁnctions witnin turnis and
the range of psychologicai ;er%s nsedtV'We note‘frgm our samples that only A

€
&%

our best conversationalists both use, nhese conjunctions as turn links and as

~

T
clause links in a. single turn. Here are examples fron our best three

conversationalists: _ A ‘ . v

- a) P: ' but We’need people in it or else it Will look ugly. o
. - ., s
b) J: lbut imagine if yoﬂ said- that and she switched the- T

N
}dcrophone on 80O Lt ‘can tape us and she said "Who did

firx . - R . this?h and then'you said "me. I said 'Hello folks'".
L ' L . A I: . ) ‘
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A

and we're not going to\Pu; granny..like that's

. . ¥y ‘ '
one house but no granny. - .

- _— ”»
. ¥ ¢ .
X . -
The point to notice is that these conjunctions play both a structural . '
. 4 - -

3

role and a converisational role,

(/l

clauses to each other and for relating a speaker's clauses to those of the
- ¢ 5

they are used both for rélating a speaker's

. ’ .
The number, of coordinate conjunctions within a tuin
)
i

is positively related to coordinate conjunctions between turns and to the same

previous speaker.

set of conversational measures as the coordinate conjunctions between turns.
These include global rating of conversational skill, the proportion of , .

utterances that are turnabouts and the number of turnabouts used to raise
- p Y N .
topics. Hence the pattern of relationships with conversational variables

is the same whether one considers the ﬁé; of coordinate conjunctions within -

turns (that iﬁg between clauses) or betweén turns. Good conversationaljists .

S

then, not only lihk thfir tums to previous speaker's turns with coordinate

. s A .
conjunctions, they %}so use more coordiqfte conjunctions withih turng, The

? - {
structural device of using coprdinate conjunctions is thus important not only for
. - ’

stating the logical relationships between clauses in a turn but also for .
stating the logical relgpionghip between,@lauses across turns. -

. -
-°  To summarize, the interrelationships betyeen the structural and

conversational variables we have measured suggest that the more sophisticated
. : yd

-

‘maintenance of aatopfb and the tendend to initiate a topic which is remote BT

. »

or abstract may he related to facil;ﬁy
- ' : - ]

with ghe more complex Structures of
language, namely subordination and coordination, and to the occurrence of a
A . .

ranée of psycholggical verbs. . TN
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To conclude, the data suggest some interesting relationships between
’ 1

¥ l

oral language skill and early reading. Specifically: contversational skill . 't
. f & )

-/;;y have at least two aspects, the interpersonal, dealing with productién,
3 ’ ‘ ; v . . ] ; N
fluengy and coordination of utterances acréss turns, and the logical, dealing -

with é;; quality of topics raised and the quality of topic maintenance.

While the interpersonal aspectg tend not to be ‘related to,. the structural

T +

complexity of language, the feétures that differentiate good and poor readers,

the ld@ttai\gg tend to relate to'some .structural features. Generally

~

‘these structural features do not predict reading skill but are nevertheless

hove']
correlated with the structural features that do. Our geod readers, then,, “)

-

do not in faq} raise more remote topics or maintain Lopics with more sophisti-

cated turnabout utterances while our good conversationalists do. Our good |

~

conversationalists, however, use some structural devices typical of complex

R linguisth% forms in maintaining and'initiating‘conversations, particularly /
. o . ’ - -

those conversations dealiné'with remoté oF abstract topics.’ - !

)
We Bave found, then, that'while one side of oral competence, that

~ ¢

.
-

relating to the complexity of linguistic structure, appears g% be related

3 >

to the acquigitiSK,of'reading?skills, a' second side of or competence, that

/
‘ pertaining to the initiation -and' maintenance of discourse topNcs in conver~ -

sﬁtioﬁ,'is not related to reading skill. Finally, wé@seé a relationship

i . R .
.- between the former and the latter when leoking at the qgality of topics ﬁ\\ '

f 7/
introducad and ‘the quality of topic + maintenance, .
. Howeve;a'theseif%hdings ‘are based on the datagof'a small. sample
' ' - ? : . .
o of children on a narrow rangel of oral tasks, Before thege, findings are i 4

€

of generalrtheoretical’value br any practical use in making educational

. decisions,ufhey must be both deepened and generalized. Over the next year

Al .
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. Table 1. The correlations among “Voeabulary,” Block Design, Reading, Structural Complexity and . '
| " Conversational Skill for 29 Six-Year Qld Children (p < .05) ' o o, e
- T T = ‘ ' :
. ) . » + STRUCTURAL COMPLEXITY x CONVERSATIONAL
T T . - . : . . .
| VOCAR BLDES’ READ ',MLU MQRAT SCR4'1‘ SUBTY CCJ/C PTYPE .RTY RCO@’ COW' TURNS PRO-T N-TOF T-0P RTO
- " BLDES .53 ‘ ) R .
} o~ .
| READ- .33 .57 )
| . MI-IU 33 Ld - ¥4 A
R 8 SN
’ .« NQRAT 30, ) :
. a O "'-35 " 3 .
o o 3 ‘ . e N
| § SUBTY [ ‘ 50 . . : 5
- §/%ca/c ‘ 36 .46 ) . 7 .
- Z pryeE ¢ ~.42 42 .43 . ) o .
- U TUwrweE- W31 42 #54 4G .33 68 5 .
| RCOMP .53 60 51 58 657 _
Ny .40 S 32 .58 .33 o |
| B} TURNS , - 238 :
- PRO-T _— \ ‘ 31k A RS B
| \"g.‘xu TOP -.31 o s : i .35
g ’ : o ’ i ~
8 ‘1-op ’ ' .39 . e,43 :33 41 46
’5 RTO 42 . 43 . 65 42
13 ' . ‘ . - : )
.9 cp/T .33, , e .35 .53 .50 37
| . . - ¢ . ¢
Variable Codes ‘ . ¢
VOCAB Vocabulary score.~=~ WISC-R subtest RTYPE Range of- restricted cognitive verbs
fgLDES Block Design score -- WISC-R subtest RTYPE , Range of psychological verbs '
READ Reading Score on Durrell . CONV - Conversational rating :
MLV Mean length of independent clause * TURNS Number of turns ) <
RCOMP Restricted cognitive verbs with complex endings " PRO-T Proportion of turnabout turns { 7
c~MQRAT Ratio of modifiers and clauses in independent ‘clause. N-TOP Numbef of topics initiated .
SCRAT Ratio of subordinate clauses per independent clause T-OP Number -of- turnabout openninga .
| - SURTY  Range of subordinate conjunctions RTO °'  Remote or abstract topics openned
24. r-r' 1/C 'Coordinat:e conjunctions wit:hin turns/clause . CLD/T Coordinat:e conjunct:ions linking jvices pe(,_. turn
“ERIC - b SR o5

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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