1

DOCUMENT RESUME

1

ED 261 781 ‘ . PS 015 318
AUTHOR - Donaldson, Morag Lennox .
TITLE Children's Explanations of Act1ons' A .
. Psycholinguistic Study. :

PUB DATE ' Sep 84
NOTE " . 8p.; Paper presented at ‘the Meeting of the British

. Psychological Society (Lancaster, England, September

‘ 14-17, 1984).

PUB TYPE Reports - Research/Technical (143) --

’ Speeches/Conference Papers (150)
EDRS PRICE MF01/PCO1 Plus postage. ‘ .
DESCRIPTORS *Adults; Age Differences; *Cogn1t1ve Ability; Fore1gn

Countr1es' *Form Classes (Languages); *Language
. Skills; Psycholinguistjcs; *Young Ch1ldren
IDENTIFIERS *Causal Inferences; Cause Effect Relationship;
* England; *Intepntion .

-

ABSTRACT ,
a Questions and sentence completion tasks were used to
investigate the ability of twenty-four 5-yearvold and an_equal number
of 8-year-old children to explain actions in terms of intentions.
When the children were given information about an action and a \ .
result, they were able to infer that the reason for the act1on was .
the agent s intention to achieve the result. They were alSo able to
maintain a d1§t1nct1on between reasons and results, and to mark this
distinetion linguistically. The implications of the- findings are .-
discussed.both in relation to children's cogpitive abilities (e.g.,
their uinderstanding of causality) and in relation to their linguistic’ '
abilities, espec1ally their understanding of "because" and "so."
(Author/RH) °

LY -
***********************************************************************
* Reproductions ‘supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made - *

* . from the original document. *
***********************k***********************************************




-t g

ED261781

-

ERIC

s |
.

"oy

.Us, DEPAKTMENT‘OF EDUCATION
. NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION -
< i EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION !
‘ CENTER (ERIC) ’ .
B X‘lhs document has been eproduced as . -
recerved from the person of organzation i
ongnaung it
L+ Mwnor changes have been madb 10 improve .
repioduction quahty - -

Jo . o Ponts of view of opnions stated in this docu-
. meant do not necessanly represent official NIE
. posIion Of poly *

\ .
.. CHILDREN'S EXPLANATIONS OF ACTIONS :

.
-
. I

;

"A PSYCHOLINGUISTIC STUDY .

Y

< e

\

Morag Lennox Donaldson ™S
Department gf Psychology .
lymouth Polytechnic ,

% 8 W
. ‘ ) * . -

\i ABSTRACT -

Y . o .
The abilitf Gf 5 and 8 year-olds to explain actions in terms
of intentions was investigated, using a Questions task and a
Bentence Completion Lask. When the.children ﬁeie given
information ayeut an action and a result, they were able to
infer thét the reaspn for the acéiqp wa§ the agent's )
intention to achieve the result. They were also able-to
maintain a distinction between reasons and fesultg, and to
mark this distinction linguistically. The implicat#ons of
the findings are discuésed both in relation to ¢hildren's

cognitive abilities (e.g.,their understanding of cqu-safi'ty)
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INTRODUCTION )

. mode, such as: - . K -

{ o

.

The experiment reported in this papdr investigates children's ability
. - B . .

to ptoduce explanations of actions in -term$ of the.agent's aim or-intention.

Such explanations (e.g., John wound up the toy car Because he wanted it to '

~— .
. * 2
'

go.) will be referred to as explanations in the intentional mode, and will
2.0 . R » 4

be distinguished from explanations in the empirical mode which explain ¢

4 - L
events or states in terms of tempofally prior eVents or states (e.g., The

window broke because a ball hit it.). Most previous studies of chilgren's {/’

'
.

o

understanding of the causal contjftives, because and so have been based on

. = . - [4 4 ’ ’ .
the empirical mode. The present:’study seeks tpo extend our}plcture'of

children's knowledge of the connectives' meaning and of chitdren's a%ility

rd
- T e
~

to explain by copsideri&g the intenfional mode. . .

-~

The task of dealing with ingentiqyal explanatjons %pposes a number of

N - L4
demands on the child. First, it is cggnitively demanding in that a distinc- -y

- L »

. . . : . . . 3
tion has to be maintained between the reason-actioft'relation “(e.g., John

wants the car to go —» John winds. up the car) and the action-result relation
" s

- -

(e.g., John winds-up the car - The car goes), and yet these two relations : .

< v -
. a .

are interdependent since the reason for the action corresponds to the agent's ’
S o . ’ ’

0
<

r .. .

Second, theugask.of dealing wit@’intentional explanations is-linguisti-

0

desire-to achieve the result of the action.

ar

cally demanding in that the child has to show that he has maintained the

distinction between the reason-action relation and the action-result relation . _
RN L . . . . A

by using a linguistic construction which is approﬁ%}ate to the intéptidnal

~ .
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John wound up the toy-car to make it go. ' .

.
-

John wound up the toy car because he wanted it to go.

John wound up the toy car so'{that) it would go.

™
-

Al]l of these sentencsé express a reason-action relation and the verbwhich :
: : . ' . : ' ‘

.1s-used to refer to the resuf% of the action (go) occurs in its non-finite

.
~

‘form. This contrasts with sentences in the empirical mode which express aid .
. : p =

action-result relation and in which a finite verb form (went) is used to
N ) . — .

‘refer to the result of the action: )

. -~ > .

The toy car went because John. woupd it up. h
. v = .

-

] . R B .
John wound up-the toy car so it went. N ) T
¢ \

4 ’ .
If the child fails to observe this distinction between the empirical and

: ' . . : . . . .
intentional modes, then he will tend to produce cgﬁse-effect inversions,
- R ‘ . |
|

‘.
» . *

.such_as: ,

*John wound up the toy car because it went.

] - \ N .

' A further lfhguistic demand is that the child has to distinguish .

P

- .

) *, » * 7 - 4
between .because* and so constructiens within the intentional mode. In a

' ’ ’ » . I N
because senténce, the reason is expressed by usimg a phrase which refers i

»
. '

to the agent's desire or aim (wanted to), whereas in a so sentence the '
 wwanted 0 A A ,
. ; v . .

v - P, B . ." . - .
reason is expreéssed by using a modal construction’ (would) which refers to

. *

_ the ppedicted result of the acqion.' Again, £d§1ure to observe this distinc-

»
tion will result, in cause-effeqt inversioggf ’ ° -
*John wound Up the toy car so he wanted it’.to go. o Co

.~ ) .

*John wound up the toy car because»it would go. ' :

- LI

This ¢tudy aims po -assess 5 and B-year olds' ability to cOpe with - ' i
these cognitive and linguistic demands. £ :

)
L’

g . D ) ~ : 2
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METHOD . . .

The subjects were 24 5-year-olds (mean=5;10) and 24 8-year-olds (mean;

8}2): There was also an adult control group of 40 Psychology undergraduates.
In the first ‘session, the subjects received a Questions tgék, and in

b ~

the second session they received a Sentence Completion task. The tasks were

. administered orally. For each item in both tasks, the child was_ presented
2

with two pictures and was told a story. The top picture depicted an action
- . .. s , .

~

(e.g., John winding up the toy car), and the lower picture depicted 4 result .

» * * . N . . 1 4
of the action:(e.g., The car going). The . agent's intention was not explicitly

'

mentioned in the story. In the Questions task, the subject was required to

answer a Why? question about the action (Why did John wind up the car?). 1In
— . .
‘ ',the’Sentence Completion task, the subject was asked to complete a.sentence
) ) . ;
fragment whit¢h described the action and which ended in because or so (John

L}

wound up the car because ...AJohn wound up the car so ...). N

Half of the adults received a written version of ‘the Questionms. task
.and half received a written version of the Sentence Completion task.

’

~

~ - ‘ -

RESULTS . Co. R ' ’

. The children showed a strong tendency to produce wtll-formed causal

.

sefitences in the intentional mode. In the Questions task, 81% of the
. ( . . .
- , . " <. . ' ~ . -
5-yéar-olds' responses, 827 of the 8-year-olds' responses, and 977 of the
o . , ~
. adults' responses were well-formed intentional explanations. The corres-

[

?

B

ponding percentages in the Sentence Comﬁlethh task were 657, 837 and 957.

-

The résults of the Questions task indicated that all three age-groups had A

k4 /
. »
:)a strong preference for expressing intemtional explanations by means of . »

.. the infinitive construction (e.g., John wound up the .toy car to make it go).

s,
.
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Nevertheless, even the 5-}ear—o}ds demonstrated an ability to use the

because and so constructions appropriately. As Téplé 1 shows, the children

! ’

.proddced more well-formed.because and so sentences in the intentional mode

7

-
- . .
’ .
A

than they produced inversions. Although the inversion rate is low for both

. .. Y, ‘ s
aée groups, 1t 1is significantlylower for the 8-year-olds thag for the
/ ' -

/ . - e

S5-year-olds (p < 0.05 for the Questions task and p < 0.02 for the Sen?éqpé

Gompletion ‘task). ’ I - o . -0

‘
i : —» .

DISCUSSION ). )

‘ . . s "
‘In their explanations of actions in terms Ybf intentions, the subjects
. o "
in ;hié experiment demonstrated cdnsiderable lingyistic and cognitive

abilities. Both the S-year:blds and the Slyear-oids were able to infer,

the agent¥s intention on the basis4of knowledge about the action and the

¥ bl

make inferences about motives on the basis

»

that children of these ages

of various types'of .information contained in stomies. . ;
. bl - ‘

L] > .

W 1
The children in the present study also showed an ability to distin-
» . \ - P »

i

. 4 ‘,;' ’ . . ) .
guish between the reason for an action afnd the result of an action, despite

the fact that they had to infer the reasen an the basis of their knowledge
of the result. This is strong evidence that the children are capable of a

considerable degree of cognitive flexibility and that their understanding
1

of psychological causality has a systematic basis.’ Coptrary to Piaget's

o : ¥ o .

claims (1929, 1930), the children are ngq confused about what is a reason

. . A ,-
and what 18 a fz:j?>\ . - : ’

~ 4

The .children were also able to mark }he distinction between a reason
. .o, t
. . % ‘ SO .o .
and a result llngulstlcallﬁh They used 1’hgulst1c constructions which are

N ~

appropriate to the?intentional mode, .and tHey observed the distinction
.o Y o N

. . .}

.
’
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whigﬁ holds between because and so witHin fhe intentionél mode. These

tesults confribﬁ;e to thesgrowing body of evidence (Hood, “1977; Trabaéso,

- -

Stein and Johnson, 1981} Doﬁa}dson,:1983) which suggesgg that by the age
s N. » :

of five'years-(if not before) children ghve'a good understanding of the

. ) - / ’

causal conzqctivesl meaning., Further, \%; present study indicates that
. - ' /-

. N

this understgpding is not restricted to the empirical mbde but extends to

.
. » \
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TABLE 1. Comparison between mean number of inversions and mean number

of well-formed intentional responses using "because" or "so'".

(Maximum possible per c%i;/j 12.) . . .

t

: INVERSIONS INTENTIONAL ("BECAUSE"/"S0")
QUESTIONS' ‘ : .\ -
5 years 7 . 0.75 - Y342 . )
8.years . Q.21 ) 4.79 .
8.years . W »

e 8

SENTENCE COMPLETION ) ) S
5 years o, 1.40 6.80 _
8 years 0.65 - 8.10



