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ABSTRACT

The study of language acquisition requires that the
analyst identify the learner's target and have available a
grammatical description of the target. In the case of the Caribbean
Creole environment, special caution is reguired in identifying the
learner's target because substantial variation is intrinsic to the
input and ambient language. Existing studies of language varieties in
the region must not be assumed to prouvide appropriate descériptions of
the input or ambient language for a particular learner. Both the
description of the language to be acquired and the account of the
process of acdquisition must be based on the same corpus produced in
the same learning environment by the learner and the participants in
nis language socialization. The corpus can be enhanced by eliciting
from the participiants their notion of what the learner is attempting
to say and ought to be saying. This procedure is important for
providing access not only to notions of grammaticality but also
notions of appropriateness., Given the interlock between speech
behavior and identity in these settirngs, att-ontion must be devoted to
the acquisition of the ability to manipulate socially linked variants
of a variable. (Author)
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Ihe challenge of acguisition in Creole environaents

Creole eavironaents offer an opportunity for the study of language
acquisition in settings which contrast strongly with those in which
azinstreas thought :in language acquisition studies has been establish-
ed. In Creole environsents, the target of the learner is ill-defined
both because of the intensely variable nature of the input and because
of the adbsence of exactly pertinent grassatical descriptions. These
circusstances present a theoretical and aethodological challenge to the
analyst, viz. the detersination of the true target of acquisition, the
nature of acquisition in the face of such a variable environment as
well as the internalization of control of seaningful wvariation by a
learner. This paper will elaborate on the challenge and suggest a
sethod for developing a corpus for study in such enviranaents.

The usual environment for acquisition studies

Although variation is present in all 1language acquisition sett-
ings, it has not been a purposefully included conditioning factor of
the sainstreas study of language acquisition. Orthodox knowledge of
language acquisition has been established by studying children who are
exposed to a limites number of previously described language varieties
(and preferably one) acdelled by formally educated sa2instreas users.
The child is supposed to be acquiring a specified langusge for which an
asple referential description is available. These descriptions have
tended to be of the static type in which variation is a footnote rather
than a determinant cof the description. By contrast with Caribbean
sociolinguistic cosplexes, such hosogenecus environsents say be teresed

sterile.

Types of learning envivonsents ip the Caribbean

The Caribbean sociolinquistic complex is a rich environment which
obliges the analyst to cope with variation in such the same way as the
child learner. Several types of aicro-settings say be identified.

Type 1. Consistent sonolinqual The consistent wmonolingual
envircnaent is the classic monolingual environeent and it is atypical
of the Caribbean. Speakers would interact in the presence of the

learner and with the learner in a single code. Shifts of register,
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style or situational vuriety would be 1linguistically within a single
grasmatical systes. in strict teras, available audio-visual sedia
would be in the variety used by the speakers in the accessible environ-—
aent. :

Type I1. Leaky monolinqual fMuch sore cosson would be the leaky
sonolingual enviranment in which those who interact with the learner
produce a single code, but the learner is exposed in addition to
another code fros audic sources lacking the physical presence of a
speaker or other pragsatic context for interpretation.

Type I1I]. Monolinqual with secondary input In the third kind of
environsent, sonolingual with secondary input, another code is present

in the environaent and is supported by pragmatic .ontexts although the
iamediate carepivers do not thesselves use it. The isportant differ-
ence betu2en this setting and the Type II setting is that the secondary
language is overheard in contexts that have prageatic support. This
type of environsent is much sore prevalent than the Type I envircnaent.

Iype IV. Special case in sulti-code environsent The fourth type
of aicro-setting say be sumsarized as one in which the learner is a

special addressees. The issediate socializers have aore than one
variety available but use only one with the learner in keeping with a
household decision about what language they wish the learner to
acquire.

Type V. Routine case in sulti-code environment In  the fifth
case, the poutine case, the learner is addressed in only one of the
available codes of the socializers in keeping with a general cossunity
convention (as opposed to the household decision of type IV) that a
specific variety is the appropriatc one for use with children.

Type VI, Open access In the open access case, the socializers
cossand more than one code and the learner is not excluded from any of
thes. The difference betueen Type VI and Type V may be important at
later stages of acquisition when reported asyssetries in child-parent
cossunication have the effect of cbliging children to use varieties
closer to the standard than those used by their parents.

Obviously, one can study acquisition in any setting but the high
frequency and cossonplace nature of the Type V/V1 environments recos-
sends thes as primary for study in the Caribbean sociolinguistic
complex.

Linguistic repertoire vs Language

Within the above sicro-settings, several different factors aay be
responsible for variation including the existence of a creole dialect
continuus and the practice of code switching. The notion of a creole
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dialect continuus has dosinated the literature on Caribbean speech
varieties for nearly 2 decades. Its characterization, analysis and

exesplification in the work, inter alia, of Da Casp C(1971), Bickerton
€1975) and sost recently Rickford (1987) attests to the virtual
inevitability of variable data in Caribbean environaents. Current
continuum theory treats drift across lectal boundaries within a sulti-
disensional sociolinguistic space which is presented as a single
interlocked systea. Variation is intrinsic to such a construct.

Code switching in response to established social cues can be naoted
as a2 contributor to the wvariation that is characteristic of the
Caribbean sociolinguistic complex. Code switching may also result from
a speaker’s inability to cosplete a cossunication in a given code
because of a break in cospetence. Thus, although a conventional
analysis of a speaker’s behaviour say assign parts of his perforsance
o different language systems, his speech behaviour say constitute a
single systea of cossunication within the relevant Caribbean society.

In these circusstances, the salience of variation challenges the
notion that a learner is acquiring a_language, a pre-existent entity.
A large proportion of children acquire a speech repertaoire that say
include varieties that cannot be unequivocally ascribed to a single
language. Rather than acquiring a language, these learners would be
acquiring a linquistic repertoive that allouws thes to interact within
their societal range. We therefore need to focus on the idea *linguis~
tirz repertoire* rather than the idea "a language”. The point is
critical for shaping relevant field procedures and analytical process~—

€% .

Pinning dowun the variable target

The first challenge for the study of acquisition in a Caribbean
socio-linquistic complex is the deteramination of the ¢target of the
child given that variation is present and influential at the level of
the individual household. Information fros ¢the environaent of an
informant P illustrates the extent to which 2 single household can

of fer variable exposure and output.

Recorded between 2;8 and 330, P is the second youngest of 7
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children in 3 household. Her mother [J1, a teenager, her grandacther -

tM1, alsost 40, and her grandsother’s husband [R1, late 40s, show very
difforent varicties of the spectrus of possible speech in rural
Trinidad. Her grandmother had secondary level education up to the S5th
Fora (approx age 16) in a sesi-urban setting; her grandascther’s husband
has had limited elementary schooling in a rural setting; her sother
left secondary school in their village setting at Fora 2 Capprox age
13); four of the other children in the household are at schocl.



Exaaples of the variation to which ¢the learner is exposed are
presented in the appendix. Drawn from *he sise 30 sinute recording,
these examples of input and aocbient language illustrate -ariation in
pronominal selection, tense-aspect aarking, and fora of a lacative
question word in the speech of the child’s grandfather, grandeother and
sother. In an environsent of such diversity, it becomses important to
be able to identify the direction of scveaent of the inforsant.

Let us assuae that within the household Concept C is expressed by
variants V3, Vay Va ... VU, (where the variant is a foras, element or
structurel). The learner at some initial point eay be recorded as
producing 3 fora Fs. If we are to track movement towards a target we
need to ascertain which of variants ¥, ... V, is being represented by
Fi. It will be frequently easy, sosetimes difficult and at other tiges
ispossible to tell. However, it is pertinent and ieportant ¢o attespt
to deteraine which variant the household considers that the learner is
targeting or ought ¢to be targeting, since it is ultisately their
response to her output that will contribute to its realigneent in the
sacially acceptable direction.

Working without a graasatical description

The second challenge for the study of acquisition in such environ-
sents arises fros the fact that no existing descriptions of the systess
of cossunication would allow the analyst to have a predetersined
reference point for the target of the learner. The disadvantage of
this circuastance is sore apparent than real. The fact is that there
can be no valid description of a learner’s target unless that descrip-
tion is derived from the interactions of the learning environsent. A
corpus created in accordance with that principle would hiave the charac-
teristics of being a valid representation of actual input and asbient
lanquage, persitting focus on the relationship between fors and
function as the child perceives it, and ensuring that Judgsents of
gramsaticality and acceptability are based on data actually available
to the learner rather than on a grasmar that is hypothetical as far as
the learner and his/her imsediate environsent are concerned.

This position does not deny the value of the already published
analyses of Caribbean language varieties; it places thea in a different
perspective, a function of ultisate reference rather than assused
target of the learner. The true target of the learner can be defined
and described realistically only by examining the available rather than
the purported input and ambient language. The corpus for study would
be created by the recorded interaction betueen the learner and the
participants in his exposure to cosaunication. Both the description of
the target cossunication systes (i.e. the cossunity language) and the
description of the acquisition process sust come froe those data.

5
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Satisfactory acquisition is the fulfillaent of norss expected by
the environaent; hence, it is necessary to deteraine which variants the
household considers that the learner is targeting or ought to be
targeting. In this regard, the participants in the interactions
recorded with the child can be invited to state what <they consider the
learner to have s~:d and thus provide access to their perception of
grassaticality. This procedure would be sisilar to the elicitation of
repairs which has been applied to other purposes including tests of
children’s understanding of various concepts and structures. In this
instance, it can provide knouledge on the expectations of speakers of
the target varieties and allow establishaent of one sajor criterion of
satisfactory acquisition. In addition, it would enhance our knowledge
of variation by providing indices of the expectations of the adult

users Of the systea of cossunication.

fcguisition of acceptable control of variation

In Caribbean sociolinguistic cosplexes, variation is not only
diagnostic of speaker history but also functional within cosmunication
ac.S. Hence, part of what a learner needs to acquire is control over
socially appropriate wvariation. Children acquiring language in a
Caribbean sociolinguistic coaplex need ¢o learn the different sets of
linquistic behaviours that are acceptable within the saae comsunity
context. This say not differentiate these environaents fros other
learning contexts but there is a potentially sore compelling considera~-
tion that sakes attention to this detail imsportant.

Of special relevance to Caribbean sociolinguistic cosplexes is a
conclusion of Le Page and Tabouret-Keller (1983) on the evolution of
speech behaviour and self-identity which can be paraphrased as follows:

Individuals create their systes of verbal behaviour ¢to
resesble that of the groups with which they wish to identify,
subject to the constraints of their ability to identify the
groups, the strength and clarity of their sotivation, the
adequacy of their opportunities for learning and their
ability to learn.

Their work adequately supports this view and it is clearly
" relevant %o choices in wvariable socic-linguistic space. One cannot
study language acquisition in these environments without including the
acquisition of variable behaviour and of knowledge on tolerance of
difference within the speaker’s iamediate environaent. The child
learns how to saintain group seabership, and how to manipulate variants
without threatening desired relationships. It is these skills which
control the shift behaviour that has been discussed repeatedly in

respect of continua.
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Sumsaary

The study of langusge acquisition reguires that the analyst
identify the learner’s target and have available a graseatical descrip-
tion of the target. In the case of the Caribbean Crecle environment,
special caution is required in identifying the learner’s target because
substantial variation is intrinsic to the input and asbient language.
Existing studies of language wvarieties in the region must not be
assused to provide appropriate descriptions of the input or asbient
language for a particular learner. Both the description of the
language to be acquired and the account of the process of acquisition
aust be based on the sase corpus produced in the learning environment

by the learner and the participants in his/her lanquage socialization.
The corpus can be enhanced by eliciting from the participants thair
notion of what the learner is attempting to say and sught to be saying.
This pracedure is important for providing access not only to notions of
grassaticality but also to notions of appropriateness. Given the
interlock batveen speech behaviour and identity in these settings,
attention has to be devoted to the acquisition of ability to msanipulate
socially linked variants of a variable.
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APPENDIX

Examples of variation in input and asbient language

Age of cl.ild 2;8 Date 4th February 1988
Feature: Pronominal fore
Utterance # _Speaker Utterance
13 grandfather D 33.{'@& zt ot frm.. _fl A,b
(general, about 5 tuw ba.d. -
child, in pres- 1711 take it away fros her
ence of child) because she’s too naughty.

16,17 grandsother Wb a kanezw, Lt g kaws zu,
(to child in ref- Let her cose in, let her
erence to sibling) cose in.

138  grandfather i
(to child, message tel ha Avk (=20 frr wual.
to be conveyed to Tell her to cook one for ae.
sother)

244 grandfather tel $o kam owt!

(to child, in ref- Tell her to come out.

erence to sibling)

Feature: WH locative

Utterance H Speaker Utterance
67 sother We v so:a?
(to child) Where are you going?
an Wit v o kipln v 4
80 grandfather —M J pea Kreon?
(to child) And where would you keep your
crayons?

Feature: Tense-aspoct aavking

Utterance B Speakeyr Utterance
>
23 grandmother hu gev @« dat prifa’
(to child) Who gave you that picture?
30 grandsother hu g'N Ju et tfe »
(to child) Who gave you the chair?
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