ED 287 307

AUTHOR
TITLE

INSTITUTION
SPONS AGENCY
REPORT NO
PUB DATE
CONTRACT
NOTE

PUB TYPE

EDRS PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

ABSTRACT

Rl S 3 S T B P o S B ASn P o S P R
BT R SE e *

[

DOCUMENT RESUME
FL 016 963

Snow, Catherine E.; And Others

Second Language Learners' Formal Definitions: An Oral
Language Correlate of School Literacy.

California Univ., Los Angeles. Center for Language
Education and Research.

Office cf Educational Research and Improvement (ED),
wWashington, DC.

CLEAR-TR5

87

400-85-1010

4lp.

Reports - Research/Technical (143)

MF01/PC02 Plus Postage.

Academic Achievement; Age Differences; *Child
Language; Children; Comparative Analysis;
*Definitions; Elementary Education; English (Second
Language); French; Grade 2; Grade 3; Grade 4; Grade
5; Language Acquisition; *Language Processing;
*Language Proficiency; *Language Styles; Literacy;
Nouns; *Second Langvage Learning; Semantics; Skill
Development

Formal definitions are one example of

"decontextualized" language use, in which reliance on background
knowledge shared with the interlocutor is minimized, and use of
conversational devices is avoided. Definitions of English nouns by
137 second- to fifth-grade children, about half of whom were
non-native English speakers, were analyzed to assess the children's
tendency to use the formal definitional genre, their sophistication
in using it, and their tendency to rely on conversational devices
during the testing session. Seventy of the children were also tested
in French, a second language for most of them. Both the tendency to
use formal definitions and the sophistication of the definitions
offered were found to increase from second to fifth grade, to be
affected by proficiency in the language being tested, and to be
related to school achievement as raflected in standardized test
scores. Use of conversational devices during the testing session was
negatively related to achievement and to language proficiency. The
developments in sophistication of formal definitions okserved and the
relationships to school achievement found suggest that performing
well on the task of giving formal definitions requires skill in the
use of decontextualized language, that such skill is independent of
lexical or syntactic knowledge, and that the decontextualized skills
may be crucial to success in classroom discourse and in literacy.

(Author/MSE)

RERRRRRRRRPARRRRRARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRARRRRRRRRRRARARAR AR
* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *
*

from the original document. *

RERERRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRLRRRRRARRRRRRRRRRRRRSRRRRRRRRRRRARRRRRRR AR AR




SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS' FORMAL
DEFINITIONS: AN ORAL LANGUAGE
CORRELATE OF SCHOOL LITERACY

Catherine E. Snow, Herlinda Cancino,
Paulina Gonzalez and Elizabeth Shriberg

Harvard Graduate School of Education

TR5

Language Education and Research (CLEAR). However,

should be inferred.

University of California, Los Angeles
1987

IText Providad by ERIC.

The project presented, or reported herein, was performed pursuant
to a contract from the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement/Department of Education (OERI/ED) for the Center for
the opinions
expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the position or
policy of the OERI/ED and no official endorsement by the OERI/ED

Center for Language Education and Research




A slightly shorter version of this paper appears in D. Bloome
(Ed.), Literacy in Functional settings. Ablex, in press. We
would like to express our appreciation to the Spencer Foundation,
which funded the original research and to the Office of
Educational Research and Improvements, which funded some of the
analysis through Center for Language Education and Research at
UCLA; to Daniel Davis, Jr., Rosalind Davidson, Susan Kline,
Loriana Novoa, Maureen O'Brian, Clara Parra, Terence Tivnan, and
Alan Turri, who contributed to the coding and anaiysis of the
definitions data; to the other members of the Harvard Research
team, who transcribed and helped with the analyses; and to Lea
Ribera, Helene Harton, Grace French, and all the faculty and

staff of the Junior House of the United Nations International
School.




Center for Language Fducation and Research

The Center for Language Education and Research (CLEAR) is
funded by the oOffice of Educational Research and Improvement
(OERI) to carry out a set of research and professional
development activities relevant to the education of 1limited
English proficient students and foreign language students.
Located at the University of california, Los Angeles, CLEAR also
has branches at the Center for Applied Linguistics in Washington,
D.C., Yale University, Harvard Unlversity, and tha University of
California, santa Barbara.

CLEAR believes that working toward a language-corpetent
society should be among our nation's highest educational
priorities. Thus, CLEAR is committed to assisting both non-
native and native speakers of English to develop a high degrec of
academic proficiency in understanding, speaking, reading, and
writing in English and a second or native language. To work
toward this goal, CLEAR has united researchers from education,
linguistics, psychology, anthropolngy, and sociviogy with
practitioners, parents, and community agencies.

A coordinated set of research, instructional improvement,
community involvement, and dissemination activities are oriented
around three major themes: (a) improving the English proficiency
and academic content knowledge of language minority students; (b)
strengthening second 1language capacities through improved
teaching and learring of foreign languaces; and {c) improving
research and practice in educational programs that jointly meet
the needs of language minority and majority students.

The CLEAR ‘Technical Report Sseries is designed for
researchers interested in issues in second language education and
foreign language teaching and resea:ch.

OERI Contract #400-85-1010

For further information contact:

Amado M. Padilla, pirector

Center for Language Education and Research
1100 Glendon Avenue, Suite #1740

Los Angeles, CA 90024

e

N

(o)
St

M)



ABSTRACT

Formal definitions constitute one example of
"decontextualized"” language use, in which reliance on background
knowledge shared with the interlocutor is minimized, and use of
conversational devices is eschewed. Definitions of English nouns
by 137 second- to fifth-grade children, about half of whom were
not native speakers of English, were analyzed to assess the
children's tendency to use the formal definitional genre, their
sophistication in using it, and their tendency to rely on
conversational devices during the testing session. Seventy of
the children were also tested in French, a second language for
most of them. Both the tendency to give formal definitions and
the sophistication of the formal defiritions offered were found
to increase from second to fifth grade, to be affected by
language proficiency in the language of testing, and to be
related to school achievement as reflected by california
Achievement Test scores. Use of conversational devices during
the testing session was negatively related to achievement, and to
language proficiency. The developments in sophistication of
formal definitions observed and the relationships to school
achievement found suggest that performing well on the task of
giving formal definitions requires skill in the use of
decontextualized language, that such skill is independent of
lexical or syntactic knowledge, and that the decontextualized
skills may well be crucial to success in classroom discourse ang
in literacy.
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The relation between vocabulary size and reading skill is
frequently noted, well-replicated, and strong (e.g., Anderson &
Freebody, 1981; Davis, 1944, 1968, 1972; E.L. Thorndike, 1917;
R.L. Thorndike, 1971, 1973). There is little agreement, though,
on why a large vocabulary size relates to reading achievement. A
variety of relationships could be hypothesized:

1. Recognizing unknown words simply from orthographic
shape is difficult, even for skilled readers. Having
some sense of what a word means makes it easier to
recognize that word in a text which has semantically
prepared one for it.

2. Having heard a word pronounced helps in the task of
mapping from symbol to sound. This is especially
important for 1long words in which stress and vowel
quality might be in doubt. Thus, knowing a word orally
helps in the task of word-recognition by easing the
mapping from orthographic to phonological
representation.

3. Knowing a large vocabulary is a marker for possessing
the world knowledge that aids comprehension of
challenging reading material.

4. Vocabulary is acquired through reading, at least after
grades four or five. Thus, vocabulary size correlates
with reading skill simply because good readers have had
more opportunity to increase vocabulary.

5. Acquiring a large vocabulary requires the metacognitive
skills of analysis of one's own knowledge. These same
skills enable one to be a sophisticated reader of
difficult materials, applying strategies that help one
to isolate what is novel or difficult to understand in
the texts being read.

It might well be the case that all these explanations for
the relation between vocabulary and reading contain a grain of
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truth. However, it is the goal of this paper to consider yet
another explanation, one that focuses on depth of word knowledge
more than breadth of familiarity with words, on the process by
vaich children acquire vocabulary, and on the way in which
vocabulary knowledge is tested. The proposal includes a claim
that "vocabulary knowledge" is more complicated than is commonly
thought; we must define what we mean when we say people "know the
meaning of a word." Does this imply they can use it in a
sentence?, they can select it from among alternatives as the
correct synonym or antonym?, they can generate it spontaneously
when given a definition?, they can give information abcut the
real world referent of the word?, or they can give a formal
definition of the word, such as we would find in a dictionary?
Clearly, we all know many words by the first of these criteria
that we would not know by the latter, more stringent ones. In
explicating these varying 1levels of knowledge of a word's
meaning, we dc not even deal with issues such as appreciation for
slight differences of meaning in different contexts, or for
relationships among the various meanings of polysemous words, all
within the competence of truly sophisticated users of a word.
These distinctions become especially important when discussing or
assessing the vocabulary knowledge of second language learners,
who have typically had less opportunity than first 1language
speakers to acquire the full depth of information about the words
they know.

We propose here that the ability to give a formal definition
of a word, while it may reflect no greater knowledge about the
word's meaning than using the word correctly in a variety of
sentences, or talking about the real-world referent of tha word,
ncnetheless predicts better to reading skills and to "literacy"
in generai. 1In other words, we will claim that knowledge of word
ameanings is a less accurate predictor of literacy than being able
to talk about word meanings in a particular, culturally
prescribed way.
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When we speak in this context of "predictiny literacy", what
exactly do we mean by literacy? The literacy outcome measures we
are using are school-recognized literacy skills: reading and
writing at a 1level that meets the demands of the classroom
teacher, using books as sources cf information, performing well
on standardized tests, producing narratives, expositions,
explanations, and arguments both orally and in writing that
fulf£ill criteria of technical correctness, cohesion,
comprehensibility, and style. We believe that, at least as
instantiated in good schools that provide competent 1literacy
instruction, these classroom demands map well on to the demands
of the world outside. Students who can read the textbooks, write ¥
the reports, and pass the tests set by such classrooms can also ;
£i1ll out Jjob application forms, scan want ads, underscand New ‘
York Times editorials, and ultimately deal with college
textbooks, writing assignments, and lectures as well.
_ Formal definitions, at 1least in the average elementary
classroom, play a central role in vocabulary training. In a
; study that included observations of second- through seventh-grade
classrooms in an urban school system (Snow et al, in press), the
most common vocabulary teaching device we saw was giving a list
of words, and asking children to copy definitions out of the
dictionary for homework. We observed the following kinds of
interactions in which a seventh-grade teacher conducting a
vocabulary homework review :nsisted on and hinted about how to
give a more formal definition than the child had offered. The
teacher asks for a definition of treasury (the students were
' supposed to have written these definitions the night before):
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Student: Funds

Teacher: It can be a thing or a place

Student: A place where public or private funds are
kept.
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Similarly, this teacher often did not accept definitions
that revealed knowledge about the word's meaning but that
violated the lexical class of the target word, e.q.:

Teacher: Colonize

Student: New settlers remaining in a new state.

Teacher: You've got the right context but you're using
the wrong part of speech...what part of
speech is colonize?

Student: A verb.

Teacher: Right, now what you just gave me is a ...

Students: Noun.

Teacher: How about conference?

Student: To consult.

Teacher: Again, that's the same thing. To consult is
a verb form. You wznt the noun consultation.

(The teacher in this last case is using rather stricter criteria
for lexical class than he ncrmally did. In this classroom, as in
many others nowadays, students were regularly advised to
conference with peers on writing projects.)

The technique of copying definitions as a way of learning
vocabulary words was used by teachers in all the grades, the only
difference being that the 1lists of words got longer as the
children got older. Some teachers, like the cne above, asked
the children to use each word in a sentence as well. The rather
peculiar sentences that often resulted gave further evidence that
children had learned neither precise meanings or syntactic sub-
categorizations from copying definitions. Examples of words
whose meaning was not learned from the excrcise of looking the
words up in the dictionary abounded in the vocabulary lesson
observed.

Teacher: dJoctrine
Student 1: Something that is taught
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Teacher: OK, wusually something of value that is
taught. Doctrine -~ teaching. How can I use
it? Can I say I go into school and I
doctrine? Anyone have any sentences with
doctrine?

Student 2: Tenet

Teacher: What does that mean?

Child: like someone who lives in the apartment next to
you.

Teacher: No, you're using a word you don't know...

Student 3: My father is going for his doctrine degree.

Teacher: (explains 'doctorate!)

Student 4: I like to doctrine something...

Teacher: Can you give me an example of a sentence with
depression?

Student 4: The girl showed a lot of depression.

Teacher: definition for moderate?

Student 5: To make more modern, more stylish.

These examples, and many more analyzed by Deese (1967)
and by Miller (in press; Miller & Gildea, 1985) reveal that
definitions are not a good source of information about word
meaning, at least to children who do not yet fully control the
definitional genre productively. Nonetheless, the practice of
using definitions in vocabulary training persists, though more
innovative methods were occasionally observed. One fourth-grade
teacher, in addition to providing a wide variety of literacy
materials and of enriching experiences for her class, used
opportunities 1ike the ubiquitous classroom helpers for
vocabulary training. In her class, the student who was
responsible for watering the plants was called the horticultural
expert, while the student who carried messages to the office was
the communications consultant.

The general use of the copy definitions method for teaching
vocabulary is ~omewhat discouraging, since research evidence
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confirms the conclusion from interactions like those cited above,
that children--who are, in general, rather remarkably efficient
word learners--do not learn either the meaning or the appropriate
usage of a word from such exercises. Dickinson (1984), for
example, showed that children could learn something about both
the semantic restrictions on use of a novel word and the
syntactic class of a word from hearing it used just once or twice
in context, but that before fifth grade children learned nothing
at all from definitions, and after fifth grade less than from the
other methods of presentation. Furthermore, it seems that
children do not spontaneously organize the knowledge they have
about word meaning into definitional forms. watson (1985), "
Litowitz (1977), and Snow (1986) have shown that control over the
formal definition develops slowly throughout the elementary
school years, and Watson suggests that considerable specific
teaching goes on before it is acquired.

Why are formal definitions so hard, both to produce and to
learn from? Clearly, the problem it in the definitional form--not
knowledge about the word itself--since children fail to give
formal definitions for words they know very well, and about which
they can, if asked, give all the information that should be
incorporated into the definition. From our perspective, the
qualifier if asked is a very important one--it suggests that, for
this task as for many others, children have an easier time in a
conversational context. With the kelp of an acult to organize
information, elicit superordinates, respond comprehendingly to
examples, and supply words for gestures, even very young children
can convey a large amount of information about the meaning of a
word. But they are typically unable to supply sufficient
information or to organize it autonomously, without the help of
an adult interactant.

We feel that certain home and school interactions are
instrumental in getting children to think about words from a
definitional perspective. These may not be the same interactions
that help children to acquire a 1large vocabulary. Most
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vocabulary tests give credit for recognition of fairly general
features of word meaning; the multiple choice test, for example,
requires simply choosing which of four words is the closest
synonym. Even the WISC, which judges word knowledge based on
spontaneocusly offered word meanings, bases scores on evidence
that children know what the word means, not on evidence that they
can actually definc it. Perhaps the clearest way to distinguich
between what we see as evidence for kncwledge of the word's
meaning (which, if the word is simple enough, any child can
demonstrate) and evidence of knowledge of how to define the word
is to think about what the child is actually telling one
about--the word or its referent. Typical of young children's
responses to requests for definitions are examples and personal
reports: "What does cat mean?" "My aunt has one and it's all
furry and has a long tail." Typical of truly definitional
responses are attempts to provide general information that do not
presume shared knowledge between speaker and listener: "cat is a
domesticated mammal which is related to the 1lion". Although
hypotheses about the hcme or the school interactions that
generate this formal definitional skill are, at the moment,
purely speculative, it czems likely that at least the following

kinds of experiences might help generate the "definitional
perspective:"

1. talk about words and what tney mean

2. talk about woras' relationchips to one another

3. talk about foreign languages and relationships among
words across languages

4. talk about categories and classification

5. talk about distinctions among classes and criteria for
distinguishing.

In addition, of course, all these activities (and others) are

likely to produce increases in children's vocabularies, defined
as the ability to score well on a vocabulary test, or to use and

9
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to understand words in context. Thus, it would not be surprising
it tested vocabulary size correlated with definiticnal skill,
simply because many of the home and the classroom activities tha:
promote definitional skill also promote vocabulary growth. We
contend, though, that the ability to give formal definitions is
igsolable from word knowledge, and that it will correlate even
more highly with measures of reading and writing skill,
particularly in the later grades, than will vocabulary size
tested with contextualized tasks.

Our beliefs about the diagno:tic value of definitional skill
are related to our hypotheses that children's abilities at all
"decontextualized" language tasks relate increasingly to reading
skills with age. "Decoutextualized" here refers to language
tasks which do not offer children the kind of contextual support
typical of conversationul encounters with famiiiar adults:

1. Decontextualized tasks require speaking to a distant
audience, who can provide no interactive help with
clarification of the message nor reassuring signals that the
message is being successfully formulated.

2. In decontextualized tasks, the speaker has no right to
assume sharsd background knowledge with the audience, |
whereas in contextualized tasks the presumption of shared 1
knowledge is appropriate. i

3. In addition, the content of the message structure may be i
more complex in decontextualized tasks, thus requiring a ‘
more elaborate exploitation of 1lexical and syntactic ‘
resources to express it adequately.

Viewed from a certain perspective, the task of giving word
definitions need not be decontextualized. After all, it can be
administered interactively, and it would be a rezsonable
presumption on the child's part that the adult knuws the meanings
of the worde and shares much relevant information about the
referents of the words. However, it became clear early on in our
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§ research, which involved testing children using the WISC-R
vocabulary items, that some children chose to treat this task as
a decontextualized one, giving autonomous, well-planned,
‘ lexically specific information about the word meaning without
; incorporating either conversational devices or persorial
1 intormation. Other children tended, in contrast, to treat *he
; request for a definition as the introduction of a nev
conversational topic, and to provide informatic - but no
definition in response.

Why do we think children's definitional skill is worthy of
study? What is the evidence that the ability to give definitions
is related to reading or academic achievement in general? We
have found social class differences ii both the tendency to give
: formal definitions and the quality of formal definitions given by
kindergarten children. Middle class children scored higher on
: both measures, though the communicative adequacy of their ‘
definitions and their PPVT scores were not significantly greater i
than those of working class children in the same classrooms :
(Dickinson & snow, in press). We will present in this paper
results from a study of 137 school-aged children, many of them
giving definitions in a second language 1learned at school,
suggesting interesting relationships between performance on our
definitions task and various indicators of academic achievement.
A priori, though, it seemed to us likely that the definitions
task was one worth pursuing for three reasons:

1. We have observed (as has Watson, 1985) teachers request
definitions from children during classroom instruction,
and persist in eliciting information until ‘'good
formal definitions emerged. Thus, it seems likely that
skill in giving formal definitions is one component of
teacher assessments of children's oral language skills.

2. Giving 2 good definition requires thinking about

; language--beyond generating effective communication,
one must assess one's own effectiveness, contemplate

1l
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the forms one has produced and that one often uses
without contemplation. 1In this sense, the task is not
unlike the task facing a writer, to read his/her own
writing with the eyes of a stranger in order to assess
the need for revision. In fact, we expect that skill in
giving formal definitions will correlate with
children's tendency to revise during a writing task.

As explained above, we feel that performance on the
definitions task is a marker for decontextualized
language skill in general. We feel that the reading
and writing tasks expected of children in the later
elementary, middle and high schoo.. grades cannot be
accomplished without both productive and receptive
decontextualized skills. Preliminary results from a
small study of 20 children suggest that giving formal
definitions correlates highly with using indefinite
forms to introduce new referents in a picture
description task, yet another indicator that shared
knowledge is not presumed (Davidson, Kline, & Snow,
1986) .

In the study to be described below, we analyzed definitions
offered by 137 children attending second through fifth grade at
the United Nations International School (UNIS), a large private
school in New York City that serves the international community
of New York as well as upper middle class American families and
the United Nations community. In addition to data about their
performance on the definitions task, we have analyzed the
children's performance on the California Achievement Test, which
is administer<d by the s.hool yearly. Analyses have been carried
out for the entire population and separately for the various
grade 1levels, in order to test the hypothesis that
decontextualized language skill becomes increasingly important in
predicting reading performance as children get older.
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Before describing the test and presenting the results, it is
important to give a picture of the school, the curriculum, and
the nature of the student body. UNIS is a K through 12 school,
divided into a Junior House, Middle School, and High School. All
the data to be presented here were collected in the Junior House,
where there are two to three classes of 18 to 26 children each at
each grade level. A typical class includes some native English
speaking children, some native speakers of other languages who
may have attended school in English before arriving at UNIS,
others who have learned English at UNIS with the help of ESL
classes and are still receiving special help from their classroom
teacher with language and literacy skills, and others who are
still spending up to three hours a day in ESL. All the children
who are receiving neither ESL nor special in-classroom support
attend foreign language classes in French, at whatever level
(beginner, intermediate, advanced) is appropriate. The small
number of native French speakers in the school typically attend
the advanced French classes, in the company of children who have
been taking French at the school for several years. Despite the
fact that 65% of the student body is not native English speaking,
and for many of the children English is a third or a fourth
language, the whole school averages for the CAT subtests are
typically in the 75th to 90th percentile range. The curriculum
in the Junior House is particularly strong in writing, which was
a major curricular focus of all the first through fifth grade
teachers, though the CAT results suggest that reading, spelling,
and math are also receiving considerable emphasis. The children
participate in a rich program of art, music, and physical
education in addition to their academic subjects.

The characteristics of the 150 children in our total sample
of second through fifth graders are presented in Table 1. We
selected children whose parents agreed to giving us access to
school records and to our testing their children, but made
special attempts to recruit into the sample children who could be

13




Table 1
Children in the Total Sample.

$ native % native

in English in French boys girls
72.4 10.0 18 12
66.6 13.9 17 19
41.6 13.9 15 21
51.4 16.7 22 26




tested in at least two languages. The English battery has been
administered in its entirely to 137 children. For 83 of the
chilidren, the complete test battery was administered in French as
well, and for an additional 30 a somewhat simplified French
battery was used. In addition, we have so far tested 24 children
in another native language, and some in two. The data to be
presented here are based primarily on the English test data, and
secondarily on the French battery.
ina ure

The test is essentially identice™ to the vocabuiary subtest
of the WISC-R; children are given a word and asked "tell me what
xxx is" or "what does xxx mean?" The words selected were simple
nouns, all likely to be familiar to even the youngest children in
the sample (clock, hat, umbrella, donkey. diamond, thief, nail,
alphabet, etc.).

The definitions offered were scored from transcriptions in
two stages. First, the child's definition was categorized as
either a formal or an informal definition. To be categorized as
a formal definition, it had to contain an eqivalency statement
and some form of a superordinate (e.g., a donkey is an animal; a
diamond is a thing; a thief is someone who...). If the
equivalency statement occurred anywhere in the child's talk, the
entire segment of talk relevant to that word was classifjed as a
formal definition, and the presence or absence of other
categories ouf information was noted withir the formal
definitional scoring. The child received a score for any formal
definition on Forma) Definitional Quality (FDQ) and Formal
Definitional Supplement (FDS). The FDQ score reflected the
quality of the superordinate chosen, the presence and
completeness of any restrictive relative clause, and the presence
of relevant crucial semantic features. Additional information in
‘ the form of descriptors, examples, functions, etc. was scored
; under FDS. If the definition offered did not qualify as formal,
all the information provided was scored under "informal
definitional quality" (IDQ). Summary scores per word could thus
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be computed for either FDQ or IDQ, but not both. Typically, over
the ten words the child received a score under both categories,
but tended to cluster his/her definitions under either the formal
or the informal category. Both summed scores per category and
average score per category have been analyzed, but the results
from the two analyses are quite similar. For simplicity's sake,
only the averaged FDQ (i.e., total FDQ divided by number of
formal definitions given, to give a per item score) will ke
discussed here. A futher score was calculated to assess the
degree to which each child relied on conversational style during
the definitions task; such responses as pointing, gesturing,
appealing to the tester for help, asking questions, inserting
phrases like "you know", etc. into the definition were counted,
and the number of them was summed per word then averaged over the
total number of words responded to in order to generate a score
on conversational features (CF). Finally, each definiticn,
whether formal or informal, was scored on a four-point
"communicative adequacy" (CA) scale, and the communicative
adequacy score averaged over the total number of words. Scoring
of the French words was identical %o the scoring of the English
words (though a few of the words were not direct translations,
for technical reasons).
nia veme st (C

The CAT is a standardized achievement test which produces
two kinds of scores (a grade level equivalency and a nationally
normed percentile score) on each of a number of subtests, as well
as a total battery score. We wili report here on the Total
Reading, Total Language, and Total Math scores. The CAT is
administered by the school annually, in October, and CAT scores
were available from school records for every year each child had
attended UNIS. Since different children, however, may have
arrived at d.fferent points, the exact p for the CAT scores for
any grade varies considerably.




Development of Definitions

The first questicn of interest is the basic developmental
pattern of the definitions scores. Do the older children score
better, and if so on which subscores from the definitions task?
While we do in general expect that the older children will score
better than the younger ones, it is not clear that a perfect
correlation with age can be expected. The cultural backgrounds
of the children in the sample are highly divergent, and their
home snvironments therefore also extremely heterogeneous. Since
we expect that home variables contribute to the development of
the definitional perspective, we predict that some younger
children will be better at formal definitions than some older
children. 1In addition, of course, school variables can affect
definitional skill. The school is much more homogeneous across
the different children, so we expect an increase in formal
definitional scores with grade in school.

The FDQ and the FDS scores increased significantly from
second to third, and from third to fourth grades (see Table 2;
Snow [1986] gives more detail on these and all the developmental
analyses). There were only small differences between grades four
and five, suggesting that the acquisition of definitional skill
hit a ceiling at about grade four. This ceiling may, of course,
be temporary. It was not the case that the fourth graders were
giving perfect formal definitions, nor were they giving
exclusively formal definitions; only 79% of their definition
responses were formal. Communicative adequacy scores also
increased through fourth grade but then 1leveled off between
fourth and fifth grades, again at a level well below the maximum
possible four points.

The quality of informal definitions did not change between
second and fifth grades, nor did the use of conversational
features. Thus, second graders were Jjust as good at giving
information informally about the meanings of these (quite simple)
words as were fifth graders, although they were significantly
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Table 2

Means and Significant Differences, English Definitions Scores

Grade

sFD
FDQ
¥DS
IDQ
cr
CA

49%

6.63
0.71
2.16
0.06
0.99

*df = 3/129

66%

7.33
l1.08
2.50
0.05
1.33

79%

8.18
1.19
2.20
0.03
1.58

79%

8.40
1.05
2.08
0.08
1.64

F Significance
12.00% .001
5.90 .001
3.22 025
0.38 ns
0.66 ns
11.99 .001
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worse at packaging that information into the specialized
discourse genre of the formal definition.

French definitions scores showed no significant grade
effects (see Table 3). This lack of effect has several probable
explanations. The number of children tested in French was lower,
making it harder to find significant effects. Proficiency in
French was much more variable than proficiency in English and was
lower for the vast majority of the children in the sample (those
acquiring French in foreign language classroom with no home
support). The samples tested in French were also less comparable
at the varioues grade levels, with more native speakers in the
younger grades and more foreign language students in the older
grades. Thus, it is not surprising that for this population of
children developmental effects found in English could not be
replicated in French. The cverall difference between English and
French scores suggested, though, that language proficiency is one
predictor of skill in giving oral definitions, a prediction we
tested explicatly as reported in the next section.

Since the differences between French and English definitions
scores suggest that language proficiency can have a strong effect
on quality of definitions, ANOVAs were carried out on both
English and French scores using as classification variables the
following:

l. Home language environment/English (HLEE). All children
were identified as belonging in one of five categories with
regard to the role of English in their homes: English was the
only home language; English was the dominant of two home
languages; English was the second of two home languages; English
was not among the two dominant home languages; one language, not
English, was used at home. This classification was found to have
a significant effect on four English definitions scores (see
Table 4). Children who were natively monolingual or dominant in
English scored higher on FDQ. Interestingly, children from
multilingual homes where English was not spoken scored as high as

19




Table 3

ns erences rench Definitions Scores
Grade
2 3 4 5 F significance

$FD 39% 68% 70% 72% 1.35%

FDQ 5.58 7.02 5.18 6.79 2.21

FDS 0.56 0.81 0.50 0.76 1;20

IDQ 1.95 1.65 l1.39 l1.63 0.08

CF 0.25 0.18 0.96 0.83 2.12

CA l1.78 1.35 1.22 l1.59 1.33

*df = 3/62
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Significant Effects of Home Lanquage Environment/English on Definitions Scores
English French
n $FD FDQ IDQ CF n CF
Monolingual English 49 71 7.99 2.32 .04 20 1.40
English is dominant of
2 home languages 29 79 8.06 1.59 .02 16 0.46
English is second of
2 home languages 30 59 7.60 3.10 .06 18 0.61
English is not among the
2 most important home
lanquages 9 72 6.11 1.89 .22 7 0.06
Single home language,
not English 20 66 7.36 1.77 .05 9 0.81
F ratios df=4/130 3.06 3.35 2.51 3.47 df=4/63 4.45
Significance .008 .004 .025 .003 .001
26
29

AT PV IR SRS

N 4

‘P’l
Vo A




e
Fa
“0"
5
&
£
&
s
LS
N
x-
2
>
p -
g:é
:
i
L
i
%
:

H
-
*:
7»«
:
t
o
%
3
s
2
§
3
1,
L
M
B
i
N
3
*
:
o5
£
W
£
%
A
xs
iy
5
:
M
2
B
x
s
a*
¥
-
N
'
¥
b
5
y
£,
H
.
7.-:
¥
3
:

.
H
¥
4
.
&

)

!

2
3
Y

:
N
{

.
.

:
s

Al
v
-
v
:

.

,

s
¥
.
s
i
v
¥
™
:
£,
;s
i
%
.

£
=
e
X
O
By g
g <

JAFulText Provid c
2 RN “V\"{
q ¥

&&5’3;“.? J: Tt et 3 oan

natively monolingual or dominant English speakers on %FD, but
also scored much higher than any other group on use of
conrersational features. They evidently recognized tha task as
one that called for formal definitions, but had greater
difficulty formulating such definitions in English. HLEE had
only one significant effect on French definitions scores; native
monolingual English speakers used many more conversational
features in their French definitions, presumably because their
French proficiency was lower than that of children from more
multilingual home environments.

2. Home language environment/French (HLEF). A similar
classification of how the children had been exposed to French
generated significant differences on two English definitions
scores and three French definitions scores (see Table 5). In
English, native French monolinguals used more conversational
features than other groups, znd scored lower on CA. Children
classified as good speakers of French who had acquired it
exclusively at school had exceptionally high CA scores. In
French, monolingual French children scored highest on FDQ and
IDQ, and very low on CF. Interestingly, though, the "fast school
learners" of French were almost as good as children who had grown
up speaking French on FDQ. The exceptionally good performance of
this group of children suggests that there may be a close
relation between the skills needed to do well in oral
decontextualized language tasks and those needed to excel in
formal foreign language learning. The overuse of conversational
features by the three groups of children with the least home
exposure to French clearly shows the power of the CF score as an
indicator of language proficiency.

3. Educational History in English (EHE). As might be
expected, children who had been in mainstream English classes
throughout their UNIS school careers scored higher on English FDQ
than children who had previously had ESL, who in turn scored
higher than those still in ESL (see Table &). Interestingly, the
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Table 5
Significant Effect of Home Lanquage Environmment/French on Definitions Scores
‘. English French
n CF ca n FDQ IDQ CF |
Monolingual French home 8 .25 1.09 6 8.28 2.74 .07
French one of two home |
languages 8 .03 1.45 8 7.49 2.29 .06
French used as third
home language 3 .00 1.57 2 3.25 2.25 .50 :
French learned only at ;
school but spoken well 7 .00 1.91 9 7.45 1.50 .63
French learned only at :
school, average skills 99 .04 1.42 44 5.52 1.18 1.05
af
F ratio df=4/120 4.13 2.46 di=4/64 4.01 3.02 5.07 j
Significance .004 .05 .006 .024 .001
i
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Table 6
Significant Effects of Educational History in English on Definitions Scores

English French

CF cA

3

Always in mainstream

classrooms 92 8.06 .03 53 6.33
Previously in ESL, now

in mainstream 29 7.55 .08 11 4.22
Still in ESL 16 5.96 .17 6 8.14
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F ratio df=2/133 6.17 4.95 df=2/67 4.22
Significance of effect .001 .003 019
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converse difference was significant for use of conversational
features; the ESL children used the most, and the fully
mainstream children the fewest. In French, the children still in
ESL scored highest on FDQ and lowest on CF (see Table 6), because
several of them were native French speakers. Fully mainstream
English sgpeakers scored better than previous ESL children,
because they had had longer exposursz o French foreign language
instruction.

We see, then, that analyses using various indicators of
children's language proficiency all converge on the conclusion
that, in general, greater proficiency predicts higher scores on
FDQ and CA, and lower scores on CF. It is striking from these
findings that non-native speakers can score as high as native
speakers on various components of skill in giving definitions;
this is true not only for speakers of English as a second
language, who get massive exposure to it, but even for a few
speakers of French as a second language, whose exposure is
strictly through formal instruction.
Definitions and school Achievement

The more central question of interest is the relationship
between performance on the definitions task and skill in school
achievement, particularly reading. To assess these
relationships, we calculated correlations between the English
definitions scores and CAT Reiding, Language, and Math total
scores. There are two ways to do this analysis: on the total
population, such that the second-grade CAT scores, for example,
come from current second graders, current third graders, current
fourth graders, and current fifth graders; and per grade level,
such that second-grade CAT scores are analyzed for current second
graders, third-grade CAT scores for current third graders, etc.
The advantage of the first analysis is that it uses all the
available data, and that it enables one to see predictive
relationships (good readers in third grade are good definers in
fifth grade, for example). The advantage of the second analysis
is that it reflects a much clearer and more comprehcnsi.ble get of
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Table 7

Significant Correlations between Scores on the English Definition Task and The Reading,

Lanquage, and Math Total National Percentile Scores on the California Achievement Test.

Reading Language Math
Grade 1l 2 3 4 5 1l 2 3 4 5 1l 2 3 4 5
FDQ - .16 - .45 .50 74 - - = .45 - - - - -
FD5 - - - =-,28 - - - - - - - - - - -
IDQ - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
CF - -.43 -,33 -48 - - - --30 - -=-32 - - -
cA - .33 .24 .38 .69 - - .21 - 4 - - 34 - -
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contingencies; children's scores on two tests, all collected
within a period of a few months, are compared to one another.
Since we had no clear basis for choosing between these two
analyses, we decided to do both. Fortunately, the general
pictures they give are highly consonant. We report the first
analysis here, since it uses more data and is based on larger
n's.

Table 7 presents summaries of the correlational analyses
based on the English definitions scores and the percentile CAT
scores, based on national norms. It can be seen that the formal
definitional scores correlate positively with the reading and
language CAT scores, that informal definitional scores show no
correlations, that use of conversational features shows negative
correlations only, most strongly with reading, and that the
communicative adequacy score shows positive correlations which
become larger as the children get older. These results are, in
fact, precisely what our model of the relationship between
decontextualized language skill and literacy had predicted. Note
that the math subtest shows much less relationship, positive or
negative, to any of the definitions subscores.

The pattern for the relationships between CAT scores (in
English) and definitions scores on the French battery are much
the same as for English (see Table 8), though perhaps a bit
weaker for the relation between CA and CAT scores. French FDQ
scores were not related to CAT scores but the use of
conversational features in French definitions shoved quite
general negative correlations with the CAT subscores (one
positive correlation occurred, for math in grade 5). Obviously,
the children's proficiency in French was in general considerably
lower than their proficiency in English. It is striking that the
use of decontextualized, formal definitions in French showed any
interprutable relation to sachool achievement on standardized
tests administered in English. This f£inding confirms the
importance of decontextualized oral language skills as a
corxelate of school achievement and of conversational strategies
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Table 8

Significant Correlations between Scores on the French Definition Task and The Reading,

| lanquage, and Math Total National Percentile Scores on the California Achievement Test.

)

|
- Grade

FDQ
FD5
IDQ
CF
CA

Reading
1 2 3
- - .21
- =,43 -.33
- 033 -
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in tasks like this as a negative indicator of school literacy.
Perhaps the most striking difference between the results for
English and French definitions is that English definitions scores
related most strongly to reading and hardly at all to math.
French scores related to all three areas of Fnglish achievement,
as strongly to math as to reading. These results show the impact
of the children tested in French who were "good school learners",
thus also good test takers in general. Those children may have :
had only moderate proficiency in French, but they successfully ;

analyzed the test demands of the definiticns test as they did of
the CAT battery.

Digcussion ;

We have confirmed that children's scores on tests of school
literacy are strongly related to their tendencies to perform in a
decontextualized way on an open-ended language task, and
negatively correlated to their tendencies to rely on a
conversational model in such a task. We feel these findings
support our claim that skills in decontextualized language are
related to literacy and to school achievement, and suggest that
further analyses of decontextualized performances are fully
justified.

Clearly, much remains to be done even within the limits of
the study reported here. We need, in the first place, to look at
Cchildren's native language gkills on the definition task, to see
whether skills acquired in English show "retro-transfer" to a
home language not used for school tasks. Our findings that the
advanced school-learners of English scored just as well on all :
the definitions subscores as the native monolinguals, and that
children from monolingual non-English-speaking homes scored :
better than children from homes where English was used as a third f
) language make clear that children can perform as well on a fairly
; challenging linguistic task 1ike this in their second language as ;
E in a native language. A further exploration of the data will :
involve 1looking at the pattern of correlations between ;
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definitions subscores and CAT scores for the native and non-
native speakers separately.

The UNIS children were subjected to a test battery that
included several daifferent assessments of decontextualized
language skill, and of conversational skill as well. A high
priority in our research program involves relating performance on
the derinitions task to performance on other tasks, including
oral and written picture description, retelling a short wordless
film, carrying on a conversation for four minutes, and explaining
how to play a game. We hope to find that certain variables from
the various tasks correlate highly, such that we can define some
core markers for decontextualized language skill. In pilot
analysis of data from 20 UNIS children, we found that the FDQ
score correlated with the tendency to revise in a written task
and to self-correct in an oral picture description task. This
kind of pattern, but on a broader scale, is what we will be
seeking in the further analysis of the UNIS test battery.

Understanding the reasons why children succeed and why they
fail in school is crucial if we are to promote success and
prevent failure. We believe that certain oral language skills
are prerequisite to high levels of performance in literate tasks,
both in school and out, and that the skills required for reading
comprehension and for writing are probably more easily acquired
by most children in the oral mode. Some homes and some
classrooms provide the oral languace experiences that promote
these skills, which are complex and take considerable time to
acquire. When attempting to predict children's capacity to
participate in classroom discussions and meet classroom literacy
demands (for example, when assessing second language proficiency
in order to place children in bilingual vs. mainstream classes),
it is crucial to assess these decontextualized skills, because it
is these skills that the child will need to succeed in school
tasks. A model of oral languaga proficiency that pays attention
to performance on decontextualized tasks like giving definitions,
as well as to contextualized tasks like making conversation with
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familiar adults, would generate better decisions about when
children are capable of performing adequately in mainstream
classrooms, and might also give us guidelines about the kinds of
oral language skills schools interested in promoting 1literacy
should develop.

Achieving in literate tasks makes a complex set of demands
upon children (or adults). The enterprise described in this
paper represents an attempt to analyze those demands, and to
describe how components of them might show up in other tasks that
are not strictly literate, such as the oral task of defining
words. We suggest that mastering many of the component skills
that are necessary for literacy may occur in the context of
certain kinds of oral discourse, at home and at school.
Understanding hew children acquire these oral discourse skills,
and the ways in which their mastery of them relates to the
achievement commonly tested in classrooms will give us insights
into the process by which all children might acquire school
literacy.
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