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ABSTRACT ‘ .
. The psychological prqcess of segmenting sentences
into meaningful units or "chunks".is believed to be an important
aspect of text comprehension processes. The most characteristic type

' of parsing task elicits perceptions of text structure indirectly by

‘asking individuals to make judiments about pause placement in
sentences. In four studies of sentence parsing, individuals- were

asked to locate boundaries between groups of words on the basis of

one of the following‘cues¥ words that form meaningful groups,
locations where one would pause when reading out loud; and locations
where it would be acceptable to pause. A major conclusion from these
studies was that any one of these instructiops was likely to be
confusing to children. Children understood the parsing task best when -
the instructions directed their attention to both the sound and the

measures of structural units are based on the idea that pausing is at
least acceptable at constituent boundaries. Although the units -
defined by children's pausal judgments seem to agree fairly well with
adult intuitions of parsing structure, it is not clear that such

- units give a description of the optional "chunks" for processing by

poor readers. Critical factors in the' selection of an optimal unit
appear to be whether information .is new or old and the number of
propositions expressed (which is correlated with the number of

words). (BQD) . .
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. This paper reviews some techniques that have been used for eliciting
A Y
children's judgments about functional parsing units in sentences.. The
review suggests that children understand the parsing task best when the .
instructions direct their attention to ‘both the sound and meaning of
. . [ )
intrasentence units. In pause acceptability judgments, for example,
the children mark boundaries in the text where it is permissible ‘to
pause and the text still makes sense. Activities using pause acceptability
. judgments can be used to assess (and facilitate) children's acquisition
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N of sentence perception skills in reading.
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PARSING TASKS IN READING COMPREHENSI!ON RESEAhCﬁ .

quid Snow

o
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The psychological process of segmenting sentences intc-meaningful
units or ''chunks' is believed to be an important aspect of text compre-

hension processes (Clark & Cla}k,’1977; Rode, -1974-1975). Parsing

A

skills have been studied by reading researchers in an ‘effort to determine
. ’

¢

the ways in which individual segment written sentences ,into processing .

units having psychological significance. This paper summarizes the

Py

procedures and findings of several studies focusing on text paqéing
skills, and discusses the implications of this research for instruction-

al issues such as the u;é of parsed text_in interventional training for

»
’

poor readers. "

The procedures discussed in this review all use elicited judgments
‘ 1 . .
from participants, rather than an analytic scheme, to determine meaningful

4

N

In general, participants are asked to divide

word groupings in prose.
sentences into groups ;f words by placiqg slashes in the text. The
approaches differ from one another jn three areas: Nl) the specific in-
structions given to part}cipants as to héw to identify groups of words having

syntactic or prosodic integtity, 2) the.format in which the text Es pre-

*
sented, for example, whether or not it contains line breaks or punctuation,

" and 3) the amount of practice and/or modeling that is used to explain

-~ i ¢ :
the task.

®




SURVEY OF PROCEDURES Tt .

The most characteristic type of parsing task elicits perceptions

of text structure lndirectiy by asking individuals -to make judgments
about pause placement in sentences. This technique was first used by

Johnson (1970), who'sought an.objectiye method of specifying the lin-

]

guistic subunits of prose. Johnson defined such units as places where
. A ! )f . . -
speakers could pause. Boundaries where it was acceptable to pause were

/’hypo;hesized to be an important locus of'encodigg and decoding processes.
“In order to locate these boundaries, adult judges were asked'to'divide
a narrative passage into units bounded at junctures where&®ne could,
pause in Bnéer tg catch a breath, to give emphasis to the story, or to

k]

enhance meaning. These units were called ""pause.acceptability units"
» : yun

~

or “linguistic urits." Thg validity of each unit was established when
at least half of the judges marked it as acceptable for pausing.

Using éstechnique similar to Johnson's, Eason and Kendall (1973)
studied children'’s ability to ‘identify meaningful units in passages-
Both adults and children (ages 9 to 11) were asked to {dentify.pause
locat}ons in‘passages'by marking their boundaries with slash marks.

These "intrasentence pausal junctures'' were described to participants as
>

\
locations ''where they would pause /i'f they read the passage aloud.'"" No .

N .

other instructions, examples, or explanations of the task were apparently

given. The passage format is unknown, except that it apparently con-

v

tained standard punctuation.
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Comparisons between the children's and adults' parsing of the texts
¢ . . 7 .

shq@ed little agreement. Nine year-olds tended to make idiosyncratic

Judgments, suggesting that ‘the éask had not been well understood. Older

children were very cautious in marking pause junctures; many of them . .
restricted their judgments to locations already marked by commas ir the ,

text. In general,,the results were interpreted as showing that even

upper elementary school children are not able to identify intrasentence
. . -
units in passages. -
In a second study, Mason and Kendall investigated the effect of -
text manipulations on children's reading comprehension; Fourth graders

. read paragraphs in Standard, Parsed, and Short Sentence formats. The

Parsed veirsion presented each meaningful unit on a separate indented

line, with parsing apparently determined by the experimenters. The Short

L d

Sentehkce version did not control for line breaks, but presented the text

in simple sentences. An example of the three formats is shown below.

-

Standard N

* o : Dick will be in Grade Five and though he enjoys math he
“likes art class best. A .

Parsed ' . ' .
. . ) Dick will be in Grade Five
and though he enjoys math

he likes .art class best.

e Short Sentence

’

Dick will be in Grade Five. He enjoys math. He enjoys
art. He likes art class best. . ) ,

‘ ’ The examples shown above give the only indication of what the actual ’ ﬁﬂ%

fext formats Jooked Tike. No punctuation othér than periods was apparently

’

used.
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Multiple-choice comprehension testing showed that both experimental
formats led to better comprehension and slower reading times than the

Standard text format, but only for low-ability readers. It Is interest-

.Ing to note that these effects were strongest for the Short Sentence

\
v

version. Thus, l{ appears that Par§edgtext may provide a good bridge
for some readers between simple-sentence passagés (which are easiest

to understand) and the more structurally complex language tha? predom-
iﬁatqs in the reading materials of upper elementar& school children.

An additional conclusion of the study is worthy of note. The authors
point out that middle- or ﬁigh-ability students did not benefit from
text organizations that. segmented the text into meaninéful word groups.
This implies that such readers are already proficient at the task of
identifying intrasentence junctures as required for comprehension, even
fhough children of the same age did not perform well in the earlier
parsing task. Therefore, the children's(inébility to identify pausal
boundaries in the context of this parsing task does not indicate an in-

<

ability to tacitly identify and use intrasentence junctures as a part of

the comprehension process itself. The results show that the task may

simply fail to reveal the children's understanding of constituent structure

in sentences.
Kleiman, Winograd, and Humphre; (1979) elicited judgﬁen;s abéut

intr;sentence units by appealing more directly to children's intuitions

of sentence structure. They used a parsing task in the context of testing

the hypothesis that children’s text parsing skills would be facilitated

-~ by the avattabitity of prosedic information that 15 missing from wr

-

material.

N
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The stimuli consisted of short, descriptive passages about fictional |
. i |

|

creatures. Each sghtence was presented on a separate page. Line breaks

-

_ were épparently determined by imposing a maxfmﬁm l1ine: length. Except |
for periods, no punctuation seems to have been used. Participants wére ‘
fourth grade children, evenly divided between above- and below-average %

‘ readers. Judgments by adults on the same task provided a normative
parsing of Fhe text which was used to aséess the children's accuracy on

the task. .

The children were asked to divide the sentences into ''meaningful -

J//groups of words'' by making slashes at word group boundaries. They were

shown several examples of how sentences might be divided. The children

were asked to read each sentence twice. On the first reading, they were .
to think about'words that formed meaningful groups; on.the second, they
marked slashes at the boundaries of word groups.
The scoring focused on four types of structure which were candi-
»

dates for designation as meaningful word groups:

1. Clause subordination marked by conjunctions like because, when,
-

1f.

2. Clause conjunction, that is, clauses conjoined by and or but,

¢

including coordinate predicate constructions.
3. Sentence-initial noun-phrases gontaining adjectives, conjunctions,
or prepositional phrases..

‘

. L. Within-phrase conjunction, such as conjoined noun phrases and N

«)

adjec&ives.

The last two categories refer to structures at the phrase or within- ~

phrase level. Length of these units (number of words) was found to be
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an important factor that determined whether they were marked as separate

q »
word groups. Thus, clause structures were more consistently marked by

both chi-ldren ang adults than phrasal or within-phrase structures.
( Candidate structures that were marked by half or more of the adult
judges were considered to be word groups requiring breaks. The children's
A

performance was compared to this consensual parsing of selected struc-
tures in the passages. Some example sentences are given below, showing
the adults' judgments of meaningful word groupsf A superscript above

each boundary indexes the type of structure (1 to 4) as listed above.

Line breaks are shown as they occurred in the text.

2
_Blods are very large/and they are easy to see.
~ 1 -~ h *
Because they have such long wings/they can fly very fast/and fof a
long time. )
~ . 2 .
Glods sleep during the day/and eat at night.
3 1 ’
The people on Orese/get scared/when they know glods are coming.
2
Glods are afraid of water/and they stay away from rivers/and large
lakes. '

Children performed the task in two conditions. In the '"No Prosody' con-

’

dition, there was only a written presentation of the text; in the
Prosody condition, the children received a simultaneous written and
spoken presentation of the sentences. The analysis focused on the fre-

quency with which participants marked breaks at points required by the .

~adult-normed version. As predicted, results showed that the parsing

" skills of below-average readers were significantly better in the Prosody

condition. The authors concluded that the lack of prosodic information

cont{iijzif to the difficélty’some ¢hildren have with parsing written

text and hence with reading comprehension.
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Cioffi (198Q) used a parsing task as a means.oﬁ addressing two
major questions. 1) QO good and poor coﬁprehendprs di?fqr in their
ability to perceive and artf:ulate sentence structure? 2) Is the com-
prehension of ﬁoor readers facilitated by articulating the structure
of sentences as identified by their peers?

Children in the study were third and fourth graders Eépresenting
‘Good Comprehenders and “SkFlleg Decoders" (Gibson & Levin, 1975), ;he
latter group corresponding roughly to readers identiffed by Cromer
(1970) as Difference Eeaders. Cﬁilgren participated with the experimenter

in the study, in small heterogeneous groups of from 6 to 15.
¢ 7

) Each participant received either a narrative passage (about a science
fiction incident) or an expository text (about volcanoes). The passage .

was typed in standard format, with double-spacing. Participants algo

e

\] received the same passage in a format in which each sentence was typed

-

lengthwise on a separate line, with triple spacing between lines.

-

Except for sentence-final periods, no punctuation was used in any of the

’

experimental materials. Participants were first asked to read the story

in the standard format (typed on one)page) to find 6ut what it was

about.. (Next, participants were told they would b€ dividing sentences but
would first practice the task. Practice materials were four sentences
from '"Jack and the Beanstalk." '
A crucial aspect of fioffi's procedures is the careful practice
that was provided for the children to help them understand the task. 0
Cioffi had found that simply asking students to mark places where it
mékes sense 'to pausqrsgﬁetimes confuses them. His explanation of the

~

task and practice session are described below.
s .

/

|
\
|
|
|
:




The experimenter told the subjects that he was going to read,
the first sentence from '"Jack and the Beanstalk,' and he wanted
them to tell him what he was doing wrong. The sentence was then
read in a grossly exaggerated word-by-word fashion.

Typically, students responded by suggesting that the sentence was o
being read too slowly or spaces were being left between all of the
words.

The experimenter probed, ''Are there d{eces where it is okay to
pause, say to take a breath?"

The students agreed there were. .

“"Where are they?"

Students invarltably suggested periods or commas signalled
places where one might pause. “

- "And if there are no periods or commas, are some places better
than others?"

Students admitted that there were places without punctuatlon
where it was permlssible to pause.

At this point eir attention was directed to the first
sentence, and they were asked to mark one place where they couid
pause and still have the sentence make sense. While they were
- deciding, the experimenter circulated among the students, encourag-
ing them, apolagizing that the task was sometimes hard, and praising
any response. (Cioffi, 1980, pp. 107-108) ‘ T

N

The ®xperimenter continued in this manner until the children were able to

\

practice the task of finding two and finally three ;ause locations within
a sentence. After this practice sessign, subjects were then ‘asked to
find three pause locations within ‘each seetence of the experimental
passage they had read.

Pause acceptability locations that were chosen by. at least 10 of
18 Subjects in each group were selected as group judgments for sentegge\
constituents. The analysis focused on dlfferences between groups in pause
P acceptability judgments, and on the relatfonship between indivianJ\

., ,’{"
performance on the parsing task and other measures of reading skdill&:

v ¢

- such as auditory vocabulary and comprehension.

- A sentence parsing Index was computed for each child by tallyfng_

the number of pause acceptability judgments that agreed with the group

norms. Correlat|ons between this parsing index and other reading skills

[ 2

L 4
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~such as comprehension ability were weak and nonsignificant, except-for

Skllléd oders on the ex osftor text. This finding indicates that ) ¢
‘ \__99.: P Y ' 9

the relationship between parsing abilities and other subskills of reading
needs to be further explored. . -

J
Comparisons-between the judgments df Good Comprehenders and Skilled®

]

Decoders showed quantitative but not qualita;jve differences in sensitiv-

.
-

ity to syntactic structure. Although the Good Comprehenders identified

, . t ' .
more constituent boundaries to criterion t did,the Skilled Decoders,
. l o-‘

the two groups did not differ in"the types of structure that were marked-

as acceptable for pqusiﬁg. In geﬁeral,.both groups placéd pausal bounda-

ries at acceptable grammatical locations. The most frequent locations

. marked for pauses were within-clause junctures between noun phrases and

o i . :
* N ¥
verb phrases, as well as the boundaries ﬁprepositional phrases. So'mﬁ_ !
. - . ;(,“.‘:.

AU . . W (i
examples are shown below reflecting the group judgments of good compre-

4
¥

- M 2 / .

henders. } .. .

Simple sentences with prepositiqnal phrases .

(1) The Earth - looked blue and greeﬁ - and fragile - through the
window.

2

(2) In some volcanoes = big pieces of rock - are thrown] from the
crater - in giant explosions.

Coordinate constructions

(3) The cabin - lights flickered - and; dimmed. - s
'

(4) Volcanoes are very different -~ and no two - have the same history.
I3

. Complex sentencés

(5) The ship - was beginning - to tumble.

()
Légsm {6) There must - be a leak - she thought.

(7) She was one of the first - of the star children - as they were
" called. '
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. (8) Fﬁhe Hawaiian Islands - we;ﬁ formed by lava - slowly flowung . '
’~ |
|

from the crat?+§ - %; volganoes on the ocean floor. }
,* » .

(9) At the top of the cone -/where the lava ‘Jeaves - the volcano -

: ; 2 crater forms.

. (10) Active volcanoes - ar¢ the ones like éount Saint Helgns - tTat
>jV‘* " are eruptrng now., ' - e

»

The examples sth that the c ildren'; marking of pause acceptability

-

Jocations corresponds generdlly to constituent boundaries., However, as

1

Cioffi points out, thg parsing is sometimes agrammatical or reflects -,
/e ’ . -
IOWer-level boundarles FatHEr than larger constituent structures

of the sentence. Examples |nclude the SpI\\ between cabin an% ights

(sentence 3) or the split between lava leaves and the volcano (9).

r

- Some of these instances of local constituent breaks may reflect the fact

AR that the forced-choice task can encourage children to analyze sentences

in more detail than is reqdired for facilitating comprehension. This o
/ ¢ \e g_’
/ .
‘ and related issues a?e further discussed in the fol}owing sectjon.
v ‘ “ )
. 14 ‘ - + L d

<

‘ .
#"« , This review has mentioned four studies that use a sentence parsing

) ‘, task. ’§ome ?Ajor\characterjstics'of the methodology in éefh case are .
N lféted in Table 1. ) R . . ) ’
7 7 . : v ' .
N e Ui DISCUSS ON . . '
e ) 1// In tne pa;sing tasks described in Table 1, individuals are asked to

locat¥ boundaries between groups of words on the basis of one of the

< )

. }
. following cues: . 1) words that{form meaningful groups, 2) locations <

it !

where ope would pause when reading out loud, 3) locatiogs where N

N L Y .
would be acceptable to pause. A major conclusion concerning these tasks—"
genemMWWhummumere likely to be confusing

: to chuldren. ln order to be successful the task procedures must include

.
v 4 ’

sufficient practiée and training. . )

- S P -
: ‘ // . o




Task Descriptors

TABLE 1.

Johnson (1970) ~

Part}cipants

Cue for defining
units

Name of units
Norms by

Findings for
parsing skills

adult;

pause acceptable

pausal units
adults

N/A

SUMMARY OF STUDIES USING PARSING TASKS

Kleiman et al,

(1979)

Cioffi (1980) \

‘Mason & Kendall (1978)L

children (9-11 years)

L)

pause locations .

intrasentence units

. adults

not successful

childyen (Grade 4)

meaningful groups

word grdﬁbs
adults

prosoai cues alded
parsing sRills

children (Grades 3-8 4)

pause okay, still makes
sense . ' '

sentence constituents .-

partdcipants

1

no substantial dif~
ferences between
reading groups
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As Cioffi Points out, fh;se/tasks can be approached wigh one of two ‘/r\
strategies. In one strategy, individuals will look for syntactic and
semantic cues to guide their marking of intrasenteﬁﬁe units. That is,
they will use intuitions of structural units and mark boundaries that
maintain the integrity of these units. An app{oach of this kind was
encouraged by instructions asking children to look for ''meadingful éroups
of words" (Kleiman et al., 1979). On the other hand, tasks in which

éghildren are asked to make pause acceBtability judgments inviEe a strategy

o«

9f using prosodic information or an auditory sense of ''what sounds right."
Since the purpose of these tasks is to reveal children's sensitivity

to constituent structure (which presumably corresponds to the encoding

¥

unit of comprehensi'on), a task focusing on intuitions of syntactic struct-
ure would seem to be the most direct method of probing such abilities.
L i H0weve}, this task is more difficult to explain to children than one

based on prosodic cues. Cioffi's approach seems to be a good compromise.
L1

He asked children to look for locations where it was okay to pause and

the sentence would still make sense. Since this procedure makes an

appeal to both prosodic characteristics of sentences'(”okay to pause'')
and syntactic-seﬁantic structure (it still '"makes sense"), the children

may use either strétegy or both. Anecdotal reports in Cioffi's stgdy

- ’ ’

indicated that this was indeed what the children did. |t may, in fact,
4

‘ble -to combine possible instructions to-children in even more

[ S

gxplicit ways.

Validity of Parsing Tasks Based on Pausal Judgments

Because pausing phenomena are more accessible than syntactic.

intuitions and more easily defined in behavioral terms; pausal judgments
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have been used as the basis for most parsing tasks. |t would be
f\ ’ ' ’ ‘
worthwhile to consider the validity of pausal judgments as indicators of’

+ children's knowledge of structure\;? sentences. GClearly there are

instances in which pause acceptability judgments fail to reveal the

parsing skills that children must indeed possess. For example, in the

[N

Mason and Kendall (1978) study, neither good or poor readers performed

well on the task. However, good readers must have a good (if tacit)

knowledge of syntactic structure bgcause parsing strategies are presumably
~

a necessary adjunct to the text cbmprehension skills that these children

demonstrate. Thiv means that the parsing task failed to reveal their

‘ L4
knowledge of sentence structure.

& .
‘%

Some of the reasons for .the poor results that are sometimes obtained

*in parsing tasks are procedural in nature. For exampie, the Mason and

Kendall task did not seem to be supported with sufficient practice and
explanation, which is an important issue, as mentioped above. Children

cannot be expected to perform a task that they do not really understand.

A sgcond problem relating to procedures is that partncnp;nbs we::‘\- k =
‘ directed to mark places ip, the text where they would pause if,they read ' ' ‘
the text out-loud,(not just 'where it would be acceptable). This is prob- .
ably too stringent 4 requirement if p;usal judgments are to be.used as ST :
an indirect reflection of the perception of constitJ;nt boundaries. in ii

- ! . ".\,
sentences. Although speakers do, frequently pause at constituent boundaries

—7 _— within-sentences--(Goldman=Eisler, 1968), the relation;hezwegnmpausing, ’ RO .
and structure is not ;bsolute byt only a Eorrelation that is not always
v reliable (Larkey, 1979; Cioffi, 1980) Perhaps one ‘reason for, this is
- that pausing may- be used for other purposes than that of marking or ] o

§ !

L}
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‘ enhancing the packaging of sentences, functions such as emphasis and

oo
- ==

focus. In addition, Information blocking (which may be marked by pauses
and intonation changes) is dependent on the speaker's estimation of the .
density of new information being conveyed (Grimes, 1975). Thus, there

. are’probablf few instances In which the relation between pausing and ,

o
¢

structure is absolutely predictive.
' - Most studies of pausing phenomena as measures of structural units
are based on the idea that pausing is at least acceptable at constituent ° -~

boundaries. That is, when paused™occur in speech perceived to be fluent,
t‘ v -
they generally do not disrupt the temporal and prosodic intggrity of

’ *  constituent units (Clafk & Clark, 13977). Tasks that attempt to elicit

such judgments seem to be more reliable than those that focus on un-
L ) B o )

structured performance,
If pauses are acceptable at constituent units, what type of units
are important? Are they clauses, phrases, or constituents within phrases?

The following discuséion addresses these questions and their relation
to thé purpose of parsing tasks. These questions are pursued by looking
f‘f_’\ .
first at some brief examptes of analytic ‘or intuitive models of text
—
parsing and then comparing-these models with children's group judgments

e
'

' ’ of pausal units inﬂC‘%ffﬁ's study.

.' . ‘ -

The Structure of Pausal Units . .

f ‘

. 7 -
constituent units., Eventually each word is a constituent of some hi

.

- —~—7-_;\\\\;7Wf—Sen&enceswcan—be analytically -divided tnte—increasingly refined .
er-

level uii%: The question addressed hqu is: At what point do constituents

: become sufficiently complex. and ihtegra%é&“tb chome important as units —-
. & ‘ , . R
in processing? In othér words, what level of text parsing_is important
. 7 ‘

-~ .

e

.o~ ' , 17
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and how does it reﬁate to pausing judqments?,;Aé a starting point, it

can be hygqthesized that a '‘chunk"! correspond; to a major syntactic unit., ,,
Such units might be defined as ones that are not contained within the

boundaries of any other constituent except for the senteﬁce as a whole.

For example, a sentence used In the well-known click experimenfs of

Fodor and Bever (1965) is shown below, with diagramming in labeled

brackets to indicate the constituent structure.

(11) [ [ That [ [he] [washappy ] ] 1 [was [ evident [ from ~
SINPI $2 NP2 VP2 VP2 S2 NEI VP1 ADJ ]

[ [theway ) [ hesmited] 1 1 1 1] ]
NP3 S3 $3 NP3 PP ADJ VPI SI

Fodor and Bever found that perceptions of sentence interruptions (locus
of c!icks) migrated to the ﬁajor syntactic boundary, which is shown
above by the arrow. This boundary occurs between the complex ?hbjeCt
i 4 noun phrase and: the verb phrase, units that are not embedded within
“any other intrasentence constituent. Other structures fitting.thié'de-_
finition of majq; cmnstituént; would be sentence adverbials andy subordinate
clauses. Such examples seem'to be tyé clearest cases of constituent

-~

boundariés that are also the most likely to be marked by pauses or by
) i .
g other prosodic phenomena.
However, other examples show that the parsing of sentences may

result in units that do not correspond to major constituent boundaries

- in this, sense. Fo% example, a sentence used in the study conducted by

. “

~ Graf and Torrey (1966) is shown below. Graf and Torrey arranged sentences
¥

‘in meaningful phrases, an example of which is used here as a standard for .

comparison with fesponses given by children in the pausal judgicnt task.

* 18, .




(12) [ [ oDuring World War 11 ] .
S1 ADV ADV
(13) " [ even fantastic schemes]
NP1 NP1
(14) [ received consideration ] g
VP1 VPl
. (15) [ if they [ gave promise
§2 VP2
. , ‘\,\
. (16) [ of shortening the conflict ] ] ] ] ’
3 §3 VP2 s2 SI

The first three phrases correspond to the type of cénstiguents

discussed above; that is, they are major syntactic copstituents. Lines
(15) and (16), however, split the subordinate clause (; major constituent)
into two smaller units. This pars}ng is determjned primarily by leééth
(the whole clause is too long). As a result, line (15) is not'a whole

} ‘ conéfituent.? 1t contains the sub}ect, verb, and object head-noun. The
embedded clause 116)‘17’parsed as a separate constituent. Note also Ehét,
the subject noun they is not separated fron ghe verb bhrase, again'because
of length considerations. ln-general, thé’;;rsing seems to be sensitive
to three factors: 1) number of ‘propositions expressed, 2) major constituent
st?ucture, ;;d 3) subordination structure.

The judgments of pausing acceptabilj;y observed by Cioffi show a
number of striking similarities to the parsing shown above. In the
. ’ ’

examples that follow; the sentence constituents identified by the Good

Comprehenders in his study are written on.separate lines..

(17) [ [ This morning ] ‘ ,

'S ADV ADV o ,
(18) [ Kim 1 [ [ was sitting in the forward cabip ]
- NP NP VP VPI VP
L ]

19




(18) [ and watching the Earth
VP2 /

(éO) ' [ through the cabin window 1 1 ] ]
PP PP VP2 VP § -

The second verb phrase (''and watching the Earth through the cabin window'')
has been divided {nto two units, probably because it is too loﬁg (three
propositions). These two units are not major constituents, but the;
ma#ntain the integrity of the verb and object noun phrase (line 19) and
the prepositional phrase 120). ‘On the other hand, the sdbject noun
phréserof the main clause ("'Kim") i; not separated from the verb phr?se.
Again, this.seems to be because of length; The single noun is too short
and does not express a proposition. In all cases, an interaction between
word length (probably propositional d;nsity) and structure seéms to guide

the assignment of pausal boundaries.

Another example shows some of the same features.

(21) [ [ The Hawaiian Islands ]

S1 NPI d _NP!- . \
(22) . [ ‘were formed by lava < . .
VPl o
(23) [ slowly flowing .from the craters £ .
«§2 . :

- . - ’ ' .
(24) [ of volcanoes [ on the ocean floor } 1 1 ] ] . ‘
PP PP PP-Pp--52 VPl SI .

This example containhs a long, complex verb phrase whosthausal junctures ' e

divide jt into units geflecting the subordinate structure of the sentence.

This is shown particularly by units (22) and (23), each of which contains

a verb and a head noun dominating the immediate lower level of structure.
£

The examples discussed above show that pausal judgments agree

fairly well with some adult models of sentence parsing. The units do
L 4

-

20




18

¢

not necessarily coincide with major constituent boundaries. Instead,
parsing structure Is sensitive to an interaction between (1) number of

propositions expresséd (1 to 3 propositions per chunk), (2) constituent
. B . lq -
structure, and (3) subordination. - .

4

On the sentence level, parsings tend to divide the sentence into

clausal and adverbial units,‘giving main clauses, sentence adverbs, sub-
ordinate clauses, and coordinaﬁe sentences €e.g., ""This morning/Kim was -
sitting In the forward cabin/and watching . . ."). As the -number of
propositions increases within clatses, subject noun phrases and prepo- .
sitjonal‘phrqse; may becoﬁe separabfe units ("Big pieces of rock/are

thrown from the volcano/. . ."), but parsings usuallyiretain the integrity

of the relation between the verb and object noun phrase. Within phrases,

complexity is built by post-nominal qualifiers such as prepositional phrases

~

and relative clauses. The parsing structure usually separates ‘the head %

noun from the”éﬁgordinate qualifiers (" . . were formed by lava/slowly

r K
'S o ‘ [
flowing from fne cfaters/or volcanoes. " M.

4 N

Although .the units dé?ined by children's pausal juq;%ents seem to
agree fairly'wéll«with adult intuitions of parsing structure, it is not
clear that such units giveva description of the OptIOnél “"chunks'' for
processing by péor reaaers. Criticaixfactoré'in the selection of an

optimal unit appear to be (1) whether'i%formatjon is -new or old, and (2)

~ .

the number of propositions expressed (which‘is correlated with the

number of words). Further research should be directed to the problem of

specifying ‘these characteristics morgjaccurately.

- J N - Al
. .
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SUMMARY

This paper examined methods of eliciting child judgments about

i T,

the segmentation of sentences into meaningful units. -The most effective

L4

“methods_relied on judgments of acceptable pause placement, but encouraged
readers to attend to both prosodic and semantic cues. All parsing judgment
tasks require considérable practice, probably in a setting with small,
groups of children. Judgments of pausé placement do not show any
substantial differences'between 1) children and ad&lts, and 2) good
comprehenders and skilled decoders. The units identified by children's
pausal judgments (or by adult models of text parsing$_are°not always

! .;ajor syntactic constituents such as noun phrases and verb bﬁra;és.

Purely syntactic criteria are .necessary but not adeqﬁate to account for

the placement of pausal or phrasal junctures. A number of semantic - .
factors interact with syntax as déterminants éflintrasentence units, .
including ]) number of prgpositions expressed, and g) whether informa-

tion is new or old. Specification of an optimal processing unit awaits

) , 1
further clarification of these and other factors affecting sentence

-

perception.
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