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ABSTRACT 

This is a linguistic analysis of elicited responses obtained In a language 

proficiency test of hearing impaired children (Grammatical Analysis of Elicited 

Language). The analysis focuses on the language, the social situation and setting 

of the test activity to describe the characteristics that are observable in the elicited 

responses - specifically the deviations from the target responses of the test, and 

on discovering the underlying rules that function to guide some of the systematic 

deviations in the participants' language in the test. 

The study examines the following features of the deviated responses: the 

grammatical structure, the syntactic / semantic acceptance and contextual ap

propriat.eness of the responses. The study develops procedures for analysis along 

each of these dimensions, called the Observed Response Analysis based on miscue 

analysis (Goodman : 1987) and error analysis (Corder : 1981). 

Some of the deviations were shown to be significantly systematic through

out the test. These systematic grammatical structures in children's underlying 

system were validated by the developed methodology. There were also many cases 

where the deviations were inconsistent, the grammatical structures were used 'cor

rectly' at one place and 'incorrectly' at another. This inconsistency in language 

stems from the transitional nature of grammar which the learners are using. It 

has puzzled some teachers for a long time how a speaker can know something in 

one context and not know it in another context. Such uncertainities arise from the 

belief that speaking is word recall. The imitative responses were also inconsistent 

sometimes, implying thereby that speaking is more than simply imitating, memo

rizing or recalling. Children's language took precedence over the language of the 

test. 

This understanding of the psycholinguistic processes involved in deviations 

from the expected language of the test has pedagogical implications for the teachers, 

test.ers, or any educators who would like to use tests for diagnostic or prescriptive 

purpose and adds to the knowledge of not only 'what' children do on the language 

tests but 'why' they show specific linguistic deviations and what these deviations 

reflect about children's developing language competencies. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

For use almost can change the form of nature. - Hamlet, III, iv 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the (1) background of the study, (2) 

statement of the problem, (3) significance of the study, (4) assumptions underlying 

the study, (5) limitations of the study, and (6) definitions of terms. 

1.1 Background of the study: 

Recent concern with standardized tests on reading, writing, comprehension, 

oral production and several other aspects of language has led to an increased in

terest in understanding the process and nature of language. Because in order for 

one to develop sound tests on any aspects of language proficiency one needs to un

derstand what it means to know a language, for until one has decided what one is 

measuring one cannot claim to have measured it. "Fundamental to the preparation 

of valid tests of language proficiency is a theoretical question: What does it mean 

to know a language?" (Spolsky, 1989:140). 

Language, as we understand is an active process in which speakers display 

their sophistication as functional psycholinguists. It is difficult to gain access to and 

understand these active underlying processes. One way to study these underlying 

processes is by examining oral language performance of speakers. The study uses 

oral language as produced in a testing situation. 

This study is different from most of the previous psycholinguistic studies 

primarily in the nature of data, these data are elicited language samples based on 

a language test - Grammatical Analysis of Hearing Impaired Children (GAEL). 

Thus the language obtained is of very specific kind and limited in style and variety 

since the sample is restricted by the limited parameters of the test. 
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It could be considered as one of the major limitations of the study; however, 

the specific research questions that the study attempts to address and the method

ology developed to analyze the data are outcomes of the confined language data. 

These language data are important for two reasons: 

(1) They are a result of a language proficiency test which attempts to assesses 

linguistic abilities of children. Thus the data will give us insights into repre

sentative performance that is considered important by the test for linguistic 

diagnosis or placement purposes. 

(2) These data wi11lead to understanding of the theoretical underpinnings of 

the language tests. 

The methodologies used in the study are observed-response analysis (ORA) 

and discourse analysis. OR-Analysis was developed for this study from a modifi

cation of miscue analysis (Goodman et al. 1987) and error analysis (Corder 1981). 

However, miscue analysis is based on the deviations in the oral reading process, 

whereas ORA is based on deviation from the target response of the test in oral lan

guage. Unlike miscue analysis, ORA incorporates speaker's idiolect - the linguistic 

system of the speaker. Like miscue analysis the target words are called Expected 

Response (ER) and the deviations are termed Observed Response (OR). ORA is 

different from error analysis, since the observed responses are not always errors. 

They are deviations from the expected responses of the test. Some of these re

sponses which could be considered 'errors', are not errors in themselves. They are 

errors only in relation to specific objectives. In relation to one objective, a certain 

structure may be an error, in relation to another objective, the same structure may 

be acceptable. The OR-Analysis is developed for two reasons: 

(1) The test provides a frame of reference - when children depart from the 

expected responses - the diversions or "Observed Responses" occur which 

begin to reveal the underlying processes of language development. The 

systematic occurrences of these diversions give convincing support to the 

notion that they are part of child's developing grammar or linguistic system. 

(2) ORA is more holistic in nature and examines the responses for their syntac

tic, semantic and contextual appropriateness. This is different from some of 
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the early psycholinguistic research which didn't take meaning into account 

(Brown and Fraser 1963), Ervin (1964). 

Early psycholinguistic researchers (Brown and Fraser 1963), Braine (1963), 

and Ervin (1964), almost simultaneously published findings from similar tape

recorded material from a few individual children. While their techniques of analysis 

varied somewhat, the general method was to infer grammatical structure from the 

obtained language without considering 'meaning' into account. 

However, more recent research in the area of child language has emphasized 

the semantic basis of syntax rather than its grammatical rules for word order and 

morphological forms. While the semantic component of language had always been 

recognized in psycholinguistic theory, Bloom (1970) recorded it in her data collec

tion by recording not only what children said but also what they were doing and 

what the adult was saying to them at the time each utterance was recorded. This 

was the start of shifting from a purely linguistic analysis to a discourse analysis 

that included context. The meaning of any child's utterance, according to Bloom, 

can contain information from the adult's speech as well as gestures and activities 

from the situational context. These considerations led Bloom (1973) to include 

semantic features into even one-word utterances, giving them all the status of se

mantic sentences. Brown (1973) has suggested that the earliest stage of language 

development is best described in semantic terms rather than in terms of gram

matical structures and he has discounted the earlier attempts to analyze language 

development by means of the distributional analysis of words and word classes. 

1.2 Theoretical Framework: 

Grammar, in the traditional sense refers to syntax and morphology. It is in 

this sense that the term has been used in the GAEL test. However, in the Trans

formational Generative Grammar model and later theories of language, grammar 

includes meaning and thus semantics becomes an integral part of grammar. Hence 

in order to do grammatical analysis of language one also has to do semantic analysis 

of language. 
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The criterion for grammatical acceptability becomes a debatable issue given 

the controversy about grammatical or linguistic competence and communicative 

competence. This is the central issue of the study: the relationship of perfor

mance to competence. The terms linguistic competence and performance, and the 

concepts, have been much debated. There are different points of views on the 

definitions of competence. For Chomsky (1965), competence is the knowledge of 

something much more abstract than language: it is a knowledge of systems of rules, 

of parameters or principles, configurations in the mind for which language simply 

serves as evidence. How these mental abstractions are realized in actual instances 

of language use is the central issue of the communicative competence model of 

Hymes. Hymes's (1971, 1979) model covers aspects of language other than the 

narrowly grammatical view. For Hymes it means not only learning how to use 

forms but how to use them appropriately. 

The construction of performance models is however impossible without the 

assumption of an internalized grammar - the linguistic competence. Derwing 

(1973), for example, asks: "Of what possible utility is a 'competence' model, after 

all, apart from an associated performance model?" .. This is also the view of LineH 

(1974) who states that "competence as typically conceived of by Chomsky is not 

a fruitful and workable notion in an empirical approach to language and linguistic 

behavior. It is much too abstract and abstruse to provide any real explanations of 

linguistic reality." 

There is a big difference between competence and mechanism. One might 

take the task of the linguist to be the study of competence and the ultimate task 

of the psycholinguist to discover the mechanism that gives rise to competence. 

Whereas the linguist can afford to ignore errors in speech, the psycholinguist cannot 

since it is precisely the nature of the errors made that may give clues as to the 

underlying mechanism. Errors, therefore, seem to provide clues as to "how the 

speaker's linguistic information (his grammar) interacts with other psychological 

mechanisms in the production of behavior" which, as is suggested by Fodor and 

Garrett (1966) is the aim of a linguistic performance model. 
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In this study the purpose is to examine children's responses on the test, not 

only what they did as expected but what they did that was not expected. The 

study (1) provides theoretical explanations as to why the unexpected responses 

were made and (2) describe the observationally adequate linguistic system of the 

participants. The children in the study are hearing impaired and between 5 to 8 

years old. 

The performance of the children on the language test was transcribed. Their 

responses on the test were called Observed Responses (OR) / Unexpected Re

sponses (UR) because sometimes children respond to test items in an unantici

pated manner. Their responses were different from those expected by the test 

constructors and hence, cannot be scored in the standardized way according to 

test interpretation criteria. However, an analysis of these responses may be more 

important to interpreting a child's true linguistic competence and to eventual in

structional program planning than the anticipated scores. Thus observed responses 

are as important as expected responses. 

To provide a framework for examining the relationship between utterance 

aIld referent, utterances produced by the child were considered within the larger 

structural units of 'speech events,' as suggested originally by Jakobson and subse

quently elaborated by Hymes (1964, p.215 ff.). "A speech event implies a set of 

constitutive factors and functions." Hymes proposed a set of major types of factors 

of speech events in the study of speech as part of behavior. 

Hymes distinguished seven types of factors of speech events: message-form, 

code, channel, sender, receiver, topic and context. In this study, the message-form 

was the variable being investigated in an effort to determine the code being used by 

the child, the channel used was the voice, the sender was the child being observed 

(Bloom, 1970:18). Two factors of the speech event are of prime importance: 

• Every sentence is embedded in a piece of information already known - the 

context. This information is relevant for the semantic intent described on the 

level of deep structure. Moreover, the context results in certain peculiarities 

appearing in the surface structure. 
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• Because both speaker and hearer know the situation, much information is 

transferred covertly, referringly, nonverbally (for example pointing behav

ior), or even not transferred at all. This information is presupposed to be 

common knowledge in the conversation. 

Because of the two factors, deletions and substitutions (for example of pro

nouns, or adjectives) occur in the actual use of the language. For instance, the 

information JOHN HIT PETE WITH A RULER can be rendered in dependence 

on context as JOHN! PETE! WITH A RULER! or HE DID IT WITH A RULER 

or even with just HE! or HIM! These factors are even stronger in the analysis of 

child language because a child's speech is more of a reaction to the immediate 

environment than is an adult's (Van Der Geest (1973 : 40)). 

For these reasons, Bloom came to the conclusion that we must not exclude 

the analysis of context, situation, and non-verbal behavior if we want to penetrate 

into the knowledge the child has of language. The best way to do this is to dis

tinguish systematically between the semantic intent or message - the information 

the child intends to give, as determined from context, situation, and non-verbal 

behavior - and the realization or code which is realized on the verbal level. 

It has been observed that what young children say is usually related directly 

to what they do and see. Brown and Bellugi (1964: 135) took notice of the fact 

that children speak "very much in the here and now." Leopold (1949 : 31) made 

extensive use of the "aid of the situation" in inferring the intended meanings of 

utterances. 

The most important component that contributes to interpreting the utter

ance is probably the context in which it occurs. More specifically, the context 

could be described in terms of (1) aspects of the referent-spatial immediacy and 

number of persons and objects, and initiation, control, and agents of events; (2) 

temporal immediacy of events in relation to occurrence of the utterance; and (3) 

prior linguistic expression ( by the child or someone else). The utterance occurring 

within such a 'shared' speech event may have differed from one another only in 

message-form, and previous linguistic expression often influenced message-form di

rectly. For example, message-form varies in adult response to questions as opposed 
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to response to comments or a response to something seen or heard. The adult 

coming upon a found object might announce" I found a penny"; but in response 

to the question "What did you find?" the elliptical utterance "a penny" would be 

acceptable ((Bloom, 1970:9). 

The influence of a prior linguistic fact on a subsequent utterance of the 

child could be determined on the basis of the "relative occurrence" of the elements 

in the discourse. Attention should be given to the context in which the speech 

occurred which provides further clue to its grammatical structure, meaning, and 

appropriateness. As Lee and Canter (1971:318) report, an imperative sentence is 

usually indistinguishable from a verb phrase without knowledge of the context in 

which it was spoken. 

1.3 Statement of the Problem: 

Global Question: What does analysis of the oral language performance on the 

GAEL test reveal about competence of children, about their comprehension, pro

duction and perception of language? 

Specific Questions: 

(1) How did the children perform on the test; that is, what were the grammatical 

categories of the test on which they did not deviate? 

(2) According to the criteria (ORA) developed, what were the productive rules 

of deviations for individual children at the time of the test? What were 

some of the systematic regularities in each child's responses? 

(3) Incorporating these systematic rules of deviations of the children, how best 

can their responses be assessed in the test? 

( 4) What kind of information is provided about the test items by the observed 

responses of children obtained on the test? 

(5) What is the role of imitation in the observed responses of children and in 

the language test? 
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The global question is theoretical and does not have one absolute answer. 

This study brings forth some of the theoretical issues involved in language compe

tence and language performance. Literature suggests that linguistic performance 

only partially accounts for linguistic competence. The non-linguistic expressions 

(along with linguistic expressions) convey linguistic meanings and follow rules of 

social norms which make the language appropriate, what Hymes calls "commu

nicative competence". 

Spolsky (1989:139) reports about Canaile and Swain's (1980) work that 

stressed the relevance of communicative competence to both language teaching and 

testing. They included linguistic competence within communicative competence so 

as to make clear their ultimate indivisibility, arguing that rules of grammar are 

meaningless without rules of use. 

In the global question, the term perception may need some elaboration. To 

give an instance of child's perception of language from one of the participant's 

(Jeany's) case: in one of the test activities, Jeany was looking at the picture of a 

man and a little girl embracing each other. The expected response of the test was: 

ER: He is kissing her. 

Jeany's Observed response was: 

OR: DADDY GETTING HUG. 

Here, Jeany's response switched the relational constituents of the sentence. 

Thus the agent of the action in ER (Daddy) became the recipient of the action in 

OR. She omitted the agent (girl) in her response. Niether of the two responses is 

right or wrong. It is a matter of perspective. Both responses would be appropriate 

in a different frame of references. It is a similar situation as a "half-empty /half

filled" glass. Thus Jeany's response is a result of different perspective because she 

perceived the picture differently. In Whorfian sense, language is a result of one's 

perception of things. 

Question (1) is important for two reasons: (1) For the positive portrayal of 

the linguistic system within which children were operating to meet the expected 

criteria of the test. Note, it does not imply that observed responses project a 



19 

negative portrayal of the child, rather the observed and expected responses are two 

different outcomes of the same linguistic system within which the child functions. 

(2) For a better understanding of the developmental stages of children's 

oral language competencies, i.e., morphemes on which children had full control 

and those with which children had some difficulty. 

Question (2) attempts to formulate children's language rules based on ob

served responses for the purpose of validating their developing language rules which 

are reflected in systematic occurrences of deviations. This question does not im

ply that the analysis will try to reconstruct the total grammar of the child at the 

time of test. As it is, the grammatical rules proliferate so quickly in a child at 

each stage of development that any method of writing an individual grammar be

comes almost impossible. The difficulty of constructing even partial grammars for 

children's language ,is compounded by inaccessibility to the intuition of the native 

speaker. 

In this study we will be looking at the linguistic rules of competence for 

the morphemic analysis of the obtained data by examining the systematic patterns 

of observed responses. This will give us a sense of the system that the child was 

using which in turn will be used to make judgements about acceptability of child's 

responses in our methodology. Thus we will be inferring linguistic rules of child's 

competence from the data that was obtained in the tests in answer to question (2). 

Question (3) will attempt to arrive at the linguistic assessment of the ob

tained responses from the test transcripts. In order to analyse the responses from 

the child's grammatical frame of reference rather than that of an adult's, we will 

use the information obtained from question (2) whenever applicable. This analysis 

will be done at three levels : Morphemic/Submorphemic; Phrasal; and Sentential. 

The three levels are chosen to gain maximum information on child's language. If 

we were to do only one of these then we would loose some of the information. At 

these levels the responses will be analyzed for syntactic and semantic acceptability; 

meaning change and contextual appropriateness. The methodology here has been 

adopted from Miscue Analysis (Goodman, Watson and Burke, 1987) with some 

modifications. 
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Question (4) will examine all the participants responses in the test tran

scripts on each test item. The commonalities or similar deviations among Observed 

Responses to certain test items would then lead to a close examination of those 

test items. This may indicate ambiguity or multiple interpretations of the language 

used in the test item itself. 

In Question (5), we will examine the role of imitation in language learning 

and language development. Sentence repetition has been used as a tool for mea

surement of oral language for a long time. Using three children's responses on the 

test, we will investigate how effective imitation is as a tool to study psycholinguistic 

processes. 

1.4 Significance of the study: 

, 
This study is important for three reasons. First, to investigate the psycho-

logical nature of a child's language in a testing situation in a holistic manner. A 

quantitative measure of language produces only an achievement index. But of real 

interest to the researcher and of true value to the teacher is the essence of the lan

guage growth and the divergences that can occur in the language capacity of the 

individual - what system is he operating in to produce current level of language. 

Secondly, a learner's errors in a test, provide evidence of the system of the 

language that is being used at a particular point in the course of development. 

Learner is using some system, although it may not yet be the conventional system 

of the adult. Studying these errors are significant in three different ways: 

(1) First to the teachers, in that the errors tell the teacher if the teachers un

dertake a systematic analysis how far towards the goal the learner has pro

gressed and, consequently, what remains to be learned. (We may allow the 

learner's innate strategies to dictate our practice and determine our syl

labus). 

(2) They provide the researcher both direct and indirect evidence of how lan

guage is leaint or acquired, what strategies or procedures the learner is 

employing in his discovery of the language. 
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(3) They are indispensable to the learner, because it's a device used to learn. 

The learner formulates tentative rules of language and uses them to predict, 

confinn or reject new information. 

Finally, to examine the underlying assumptions of the language test and 

the language of the test itself. We cannot ignore language tests since they are 

used to influence instruction, are being used as part of a training program and are 

being used not only to make judgments about the individual, but also to make 

decisions about the course of instruction. These include achievement tests which 

are tests with a past orientation, tests that ask, "Has such and such been learned 

or taught?", and diagnostic tests with a future orientation, tests that ask, "Do we 

need to teach this or is it already known?" A test used for the control of instruction 

may closely be related to the nature of the instruction process. The test then would 

be directly related to the curriculum. Since many important decisions are based 

on "tests" it becomes important to examine the validity of such tests. 

1.5 Assumptions Underlying the Study: 

This study was based on the following assumptions: 

• Language comprehension and perception exceeds oral production. Find

ings from research shows that all children, even the earliest telegraphic 

speakers, were more accurate in responding to adult fonns than to child 

fonns, suggesting that ability to comprehend adult linguistic forms is present 

even at the earliest stages of telegraphic speech. 

Aronoff (1989) cites studies where a child who could not produce a dis

tinction in his own speech between mouse and mouth, cart and card, or jug and 

duck was, nonetheless, able to point out pictures of the correct objects in a com

prehension task. This suggests that this child's ability to perceive the phonemic 

contrasts in question exceeded his ability to produce them. Another indication 

that children's perceptual abilities are more advanced than their articulatory skills 

comes from their reaction to adult speech that fails to respect the nonnal phonemic 

contrasts. The following report describes one such incident: 
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One of us, for instance, spoke to a .child who called his inflated plastic fish a 

"fis". In imitation of the child's pronunciation, the observer said: "This is 

your fis?" "No," said the child, "My fis." He continued to reject the adult's 

imitaion until he was told, "That is your fish." "Yes," he said, "my fis." 

The child's reaction to the adults's imitaitve pronunciation of fish shows 

that he could perceive the difference between [s] and [sh] even though he could not 

yet produce it himself. Thus showing that children's ability to comprehend and 

perceive exceeds their ability to produce language, so the errors of production are 

not indicative of their comprehension Aronoff (1989:275). 

• Oral performance of language is only a partial representation of the tota~ 

communicative competence of the speaker. 

• The target responses in the test were based on the assumption that lin

guisitc situations can be predefined and analysed. 

1.6 Limitations of the study: 

The study had following limitations: 

• Within the framework of generative transformational grammar there is no 

prescribed methodology for arriving at grammars: " ... it is unfortunately 

the case that no adequate formalizable techniques are known for obtaining 

reliable information concerning the facts of linguistic structure." (Chomsky 

1965, p19). The problem of testing the adequacy of a theory or grammar 

of children's language is difficult since the intuition of the native speaker 

is inaccessible in an investigation of children's language, and if, indeed, 

such a test of adequacy is possible at all. Thus, the difficulty of the task 

of constructing grammars for children's language is compounded by the 

difficulty in testing the adequacy of the grammars. Any such attempt cannot 

be regarded as a solution to such problems and must be seen as a tentative 

proposal for accounting for the child's use of language. 
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• In interpreting some of the child's utterances, the assumptions that were 

based about the semantic intention were based on extralinguistic data that 

related directly to the children's linguistic performance. This is called "rich

interpretation" because it goes beyond the words of the speaker in order 

to attain the fuller meaning (Owens 1984:70). Since the intuition of the 

speaker was inaccessible, the intended meaning of the child was interpreted 

from both the non-linguistic and linguistic context. For instance, [no] may 

imply quite different things in different contexts, when asked: 

T: Is the dog in baby's bed? 

C: NO 

Here, [NO] implies, the dog is not in baby's bed. On another instance, 

it may imply, the dog is not in daddy's chair, if the question was framed 

differently about the dog being in daddy's chair. 

• Since, there were no videotapes on some of the children, there was no way 

of confirming prior discourse and the context for their ut terances. However, 

if their deviations were similar to the ones that we obtained from the video

tapes of the case studies then we generalized the context and discourse to 

others. 

• There was no access to the participants for clarification or more information 

on the language data. 

• The data in this study are limited to those grammatical categories elicited 

by the test. This is different from spontaneous language data. It must be 

noted that two different sets of data could produce different types of rule. 

The fact that two different sets of data could produce different types of rules 

is another reason why data-based grammatical rules are not the best way to 

characterize linguistic competence in children. Thus any characterization of 

linguistic competence is a result of the specific data. 

• The methodology adapted in the study is limited by its framework in as

sessing language just like any other methodology. Children's failures in 

performance can reflect methodological oversights on the researcher's part, 

not a lack of grammatical competence. Change in framework would give 



24 

different results. Thus it is important to build a strong and sound frame

work which will give more unbiased results. However, results of any such 

measurement of a cognitive construct like language competence are affected 

by its methodology. The mentalistic nature of the construct may be seen as 

a limitation in the study. 

o Different testers administered the tests so there was no consistency in tran

scribing the language of the child. 

• There are audio and video recordings for only some of the children studied. 

Data for other children are limited to written records of test performance . 

• The participants had varied hearing abilities (aided and unaided). Even 

though they all fell in the category of mild to moderate hearing loss, the 

range varied considerably. 

1.7 Definition of terms 

Deviation: The term deviation merely implies a response called the observed re

sponse (OR) which is different from the expected response (ER) of the test. OR 

does not imply an error or a mistake. 

Grammatical Competence: In Generative Transformational Grammar, it refers 

to a person's internalized grammar of language. Competence often refers to the 

ideal speaker/hearer, that is an idealized but not a real person who would have a 

complete knowledge of the whole language (Chomsky 1965). 

Grammatical Performance: The actual use of language in concrete situations. 

Only under the ideal situation performance would directly reflect competence. 

(Chomsky 1965) 

Communicative Competence: The ability not only to apply the grammatical rules 

of a language to form grammatically correct sentences but also to know when and 

where to use these sentences and to whom. It includes linguistic competence i.e., 

knowledge of the grammar and vocabulary of the language; knowledge of rules 

of speaking; knowing how to use language appropriately (Hymes 1974, Coulthard 

1985). 
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Communicative Performance: Actual use of language in social context (Hymes, 

1974). 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, ... , "It means j1lSt wh(J,t I 

choose it to mean, neither more nor less." - Lewis Carroll, Through the Lool.:ing

Glass 

The literature review summarizes the developments in research since 19GO 

m the following three areas related to the study: (1) sociolinguistic theories of 

language, (2) child language acquisition and (3) language assessment. The in

formation is then triangulated to ascertain the correspondence between language 

development, language assessment and linguistic theories. A literature review of 

these sections should help establish a framework for the development of rescareh 

methodology to provide connections among language development, assessment and 

sociolinguistic theories of language. 

In the first part of the chapter, (1) the historical patterns of publication on 

these topics were identified and (2) the types of research that have been condl1cted 

in the three specific areas mentioned above was described. The second part of the 

paper presents the conclusion which integrates the information presented in the 

first part. 

ANTECEDENTS OF THE CURRENT RESEARCH 

2.1 Sociolinguistic Theories of Language 

In recent years a nl1mber of special disciplines have developed within the 

social sciences with the purpose of including the stl1dy of language in its socio

cultural context within the purview of linguistic inquiry. It is interesting to note 

tha.t sociocu1t.ural theorists reject. Chomsky's hypothesis of Inngl1ngc (in pnrticl1inr, 

grammar) as an autonomous system whose a.cquisition depends on iunate linguis

tic strl1ct meg, These theorists emphasize that the development of languag(~ is cluc 



to a child's interaction with other members of society. Such thoughts have en

gendered the development of the ethnography of communication (Gumperz and 

Hymes, 1972), sociolinguistics (Labov, 1972), conversational analysis (Grice 1075 ; 

Turner, 1974) and Pragmatics (Bates, 1976). 

Although sociolinguistics has been variously defined (see Hudson 1980, 

Hymes 1984; Trudgill H)83), most definitions are consistent with a view of t.he 

diEcipline as the study of the structure and use of language in its social and cul

tural contexts. Dittmar (1976: 130) reports that sociolinguistics is not merely an 

amalgamation of sociology and linguistics, which cannot provide the explanat.ions 

which an integrated t.reat.ment is capable of supplying. Hymes, who subscribes 

for an integrated theory of sociolinguistics, reports, "It. should be clear t.hat. a me

chanical amalgamation of standard linguistics and standard sociology is not likely 

to suffice... Adding a speechless sociology to a suciology-free linguistics can yield 

little better than post-hoc attempts at correlation between accounts from which 

the heart of the relevant data will be missing" (Hymes, 1967:640f). 

Meaning I Function - Based Views of Language 

Learning a language is learning to mean and using a language is to serve a 

function or purpose. There have been some major shins in the linguistic theory of 

generative grammar since Chomsky (1957) from 'form' to 'meaning' to 'function' 

and 'usage'. "The abandonment of a narrow grammatical perspective, restricted to 

phonology and syntax, in favor of an analysis of the pragmatic and communicative 

function of language in verbal interactions can be attributed to the different de

velopments within and outside the field of linguistics, anthropological approaches 

(Hymes 1972), and situation-oriented analysis of speech nets (lvlaas and 'Vlliderlich 

1972)" in (Dittmar 1076:161). 

From a functionalist's perspective, a speaker's linguistic knowledge cnCOlll

passes not just grammaticality judgments, but also communicative compet.ence 
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(Hymes 1971). The common view is that all aspects of language, including acqui

sition, are driven by communicative need (MacWhinney 1987). From this perspec

tive, explanation of linguistic phenomena cannot exclude semantic and pragmatic 

considerations. 

There is another area of study included in 'sociolinguistics' which is more 

concerned with the details oflanguage in actual use - the field which Hymes (1962) 

has named 'the ethnography of speaking.' It includes the forms of speech events, 

the rules for appropriate selection of speakers, the interrelations of speaker, ad

dressee, audience, topic, channel and setting, etc. Hymes's work on the 'ethnog

raphy of speaking' has led to several specifications of the situational components 

involved during communication between individuals. He introduced a taxonomy of 

of elements with the acronym "SPEAKING": 

(1) Setting and Scene: refer to general physical circumstances III which the 

communicat.ion event takes place. 

(2) Participants: spea.ker, sender, addressee and hearer, receIver, audience or 

addressee. 

(3) Ends: divided into outcomes - results intended and unintended - and goals 

- individual and general. For example, a lecture may be intended to be 

illuminating and entertaining but in the event turn out to be vague and 

boring, while the lecturer's goal may be to engender interest, but that of 

audience be to relax somewhere else. 

(4) Act Sequence: the form and content of the message: how and what is said; 

the 'words' and the 'topic'. 

(5) Key - the manner in which the message is conveyed. 

(6) Instrumentalities: these include both the channels employed and the forms 

of speech, language, dialect, etc. 

(7) Norms: the interaction contains norms of behavior on the part of partici

pants and the interpretations, of the cOll1lllunicatioll has nonns, in the sense 

of expectations, on the part of the receiver. 

(8) Genres: Categories which can be identified through the linguistic forms t.lwy 

typically employ. 
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This is an excellent taxonomy that widely covers all the linguistic and non

linguistic features of a communicative situation. The taxonomy is similar to Ervin

Tripp's (1969:121-139), who put forward the following components of speech as es

sential for communication: participants, situation, form of communication, speech 

act, topic, form and message, and functions of interaction. Halliday's (1976) Field, 

Tenor and Mode of a speech situation was along the same lines. All of these features 

a.re covered in Hymes' SPEAKING taxonomy above. 

Communicative Competence 

What is it tha.t is learned in the course of developing competence in a lan

guage? For Chomsky, competence is the knowledge of something much more ab

stract than language: it is a knowledge of systems of rules, of parameters or princi

ples, configurations in the mind for which language simply serves as evidence. How 

these mental abstractions are realized in actual instances of language use is the 

central issue of the communicative competence model of Hymes. His communica

tive competence, then, is defined as the capabilities of a person and it is dependent 

upon both [tacitJ knowledge and [ability forJ use Hymes (1972:282). Hymes's model 

covers aspects of language other than the narrow grammatical "iew. It accounts 

for the fact that knowing how to use a language involves more than knowing how to 

compose correct sentences. For Hymes (1971,1979) it means not only learning how 

to use forms but how to use them appropriately which he calls 'communicative com

petence.' For Halliday (1975) it involves developing a range of options to express 

'meaning' through functions of language, which he calls 'meaning potential'. 

Broadly speaking communicative competence describes the ability of in

dividuals to communicate with one another under situationally and normatively 

defined conditions. A sociolinguistic theory which is bnsed on the concept of com

municative competence is founded partly on a 'linguistic' theory which incorporates 

sociological parameters, and partly on a theory of speech in situation, where ex

tralinguistic factors playa role. Utterances are not only grammatical or acceptable, 
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but must also be assessed by the extent to which they are successful and appropri

ate to the context. In other words, the analysis must include those aspects which in 

a theory of communicative competence, should decide the way in which sentences 

of a particular structure are regarded as functional for a given situation. 

Unfortunately, increased attention to function and appropriateness has given 

some language teaching professionals the impression that teaching for commu

nicative competence means that learners no longer need to learn the grammar 

of the second language. Omaggio (1986:3) said that communicative competence 

was "synonymous, in the minds of some researchers and practitioners, with a dis

regard for grammatical accuracy." On the contrary, The work of Hymes and other 

researchers on communicative competence does not exclude grammatical compe

tence. As Hymes (1972:282) reports, " .. it is dependent upon both [tacit] knowledge 

and [ability for]llse". 

Discourse 

It has been argued tha.t natural conversation might be the most profitable 

and the basic source of linguistic data (Lindberg, 1979). Tra.nsformational theorists 

have argued that knowledge (linguistic competence) can be assessed by judgments 

of sentence grammaticruity, acceptability, presuppositions, or invariance of meaning 

(Chomsky, 1975; Slobin, 1978. 

One of the most controversial tenets of sociocultural analysis is whether 

Sentences are the highest level of analysis (Hymes 1972; Halliday 1976). Most of 

the previous linguistic analyses of grammatical rules have employed sentences as 

the unit of analysis. Recent work in discourse structure has suggested different 

levels for analysis: stories, conversations, and speech events. 

Dittmar (1976: 131) reports that sociolinguistics has been viewed as n means 

of widening the contextual horizons of linguistics, beyond the phrase, beyond the 

sentence, beyond the utterance, to the speech act, the speech event and the speech 

occasion. The sentence has been, for the linguists, the upper limit of investigation. 

At the discourse level, the analysis is not limited to the single word, grollp of 
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words, or sentence (although each may comprise the unit that is analyzed), because 

discourse is defined as being above the level of the sentence and the group and is 

located in how the language is actually used. The object of discourse analysis is to 

examine "actual language use in the social context" (van Dijk and Kintsch, 1983:2). 

There is increasing support that social cont.ext is relevant to linguistic rules. 

The major function of context is to provide an interpretation for the rules and 

content of the conversations. In fact, it is argued that the interpretation of the data 

is primiarily dependent upon context or situation cues since the child's language is 

more in terms of 'here and now' (Brown, 1973). 

For Stubbs (1983), Brown and Yule (1983), Coulthard (1977), and oth

ers, discourse analysis has emerged as an interdisciplinary field that encompasses 

aspects of language nse from linguistics, anthropology, sociology, psychology and 

philosophy. Several approaches from discourse analysis have been adapted to deter

mine the way language is used by analyzing the patterns, structures, regularities, 

speech events and the given context. These various studies in discourse are comple

mentary to one another. Distinctions drawn between the various discourse analysis 

studies should not be used to set them in competition with one another. 

Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) discuss form-function relationships of how 

particular words or utterances have particular interpretations in the classroom. 

The preconditions for the interpretation of classroom speech-acts is a function of 

the classroom situation. These studies included the importance of nonverbal as well 

as verbal cues. In order for the linguistic behavior to be acceptable, the knowledge 

of social context is required. Hymes (1974) reports that the capacity for monit.oring 

contexts must be an essential feature of social competence. Context is not simply 

the physical setting of the participants but it constitutes what people are doing 

and where and when they are doing it (Erickson a.ncl Schultz 1977: 6). Ultimately, 

social contexts consist of mutually shared and rat,ified definitions of situation and 

in the social act-ions persons take on the basis of those definitions (Mehan ct aI.. 

1976). 
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Functions of Language in the Classroom (Cazden et aI., 1972) contributed 

significantly to the developing field of ethnography of communication. The sub

sequent research on classroom discourse adapted methodology from the "conver

sational analysts," such as Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974). Green (1983) 

presents the following set of assumptions and constructs: 

• Face-to-face interaction, between teacher and students and among students, 

is governed by context-specific rules. 

• Activities have participation structures, contextualization cues are the ver

bal and nonverbal cues that signal how utterances are to be understood, 

and inferencing is required for conversational comprehension. 

• Meaning is context specific. Messages can serve multiple functions. 

• Frame of reference guides individual participation. Frame clashes result 

from differences in perception developed in past experiences. 

• Teachers eya.luate student ability from observing communicative perfor

mance. 

Sinclair and Coulthard's (1975) discussion of form-function relationships, 

including how particular words or utterances have particular interpretations in the 

classroom was a significant contribution to the speech act theory in the classroom. 

Philips' (1972) and Erickson and Schultz's (1977) 'participation structures' in the 

classroom examined who can say what, when, and t.o whom in the classroolll dis

course. These studies included the importance of the verbal as well as the nonverbal 

cues and demands on children's interactional competence of discourse. 

Summary 

In line with the theories mentioned above, at least two not.ions emerge: 

(1) Language is inherently variable - not rigid and inflexible 

(2) Appropriateness of sit.uation or context is a better guide than the search for 

the 'correct' form. 

Despite the studies in communicative competence lllodels, there is still con

siderahle debate over the precise form of such a model (see Canale and Swaill, 1980 

and Wesche, 1981). There is no consensus on the types of compet.encies that should 
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be included in such a model. Hymes (1972) talks of linguistic as well as sociolin

guistic competence whereas Canale and Swaine (1980) argue in favor of including 

strategic competence (verbal and non-verbal strategies) as well. 

In general, sociocultural research shared several notions: (1) Natural conver

sation is more authentic source of data than elicited language in a reduced context; 

(2) sentences are not the highest level of analysis; (3) social context is relevant t.o 

linguistic rules; (4) variability is a component of linguistic rules; and (5) language 

functions are diverse in nature. The main concern is t.o discover systematic rules 

in each of these areas. "The two aspects of language behavior are very important 

from a social point of view: first, the function of language in establishing social 

relationship, and second, the role played by language, in conveying the information 

about the speaker" (Trudgill, 1983:14). 

2.2 Language Acquisition 

Chomsky's grammar of generative rules sparked an interest in describing the 

operating rules of child language. In 1963, Braine proposed a mechanism called 

"pivot grammar". In a similar attempt, Brown and Bellugi (1964) noted that 

children leave out many of the low-content-carrying (functor) words. 

Both Braine and Bellugi later pronounced their models as inadequate. Nei

ther model explores word relationships or provides an explanation of language 

acquisition. However, these models did provide all il11pct.u~ for the further ~tudy 

of child language development. 

The first section of this review of child language acquisition and language 

development will examine several psycholinguistic studies carried out in the past. 

This section is subdivided into (1) Longitudinal and (2) cross-sectional studies. Key 

issues to be addressed in this section include knowledge about language, knowledge 

concerning grammar and the meanings coded by grammar. Although several types 

of studies have looked at child language, only those works will be incorporated 

here which are germane t.o the present study (Brown 19i3; Brown and Fraser 1963; 

Braine 1963; Bloom 1aiO, Menyuk 1969). 
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1. CASE STUDIES 

Braine (1963) 

In his classic work on child language development, Braine (1963) attempts 

to interpret the structural characteristics of the first word combinations uttered 

by three children from about 18 months of age. The data collection for two of 

the children was done by their mothers who kept a written record of children's 

spontaneous speech. The third child's speech was tape-recorded. The distinctions 

between 'word' or 'morpheme' was not made in the child's speech. Thus words 

like "howareyou" were considered one word. For one child (Gregory) "allgone" 

was considered one word because 'all' or 'gone' did not occur independently in 

his language whereas for the other child (Andrew) "all gone" was classified as a 

combination of two words since the two words also occured independently elsewhere 

in his language. 

Results 

The results of the data analysis showed the following st.ructural properties 

across all the children: 

(1) There are two word-classes: pivots and X-words. The pivots are few in num

ber; they tend to occur in several word combinations; and each is associated 

with a particular utterance position. The X-class is a large open class con

taining the child's entire vocabulary except for some of the pivots. X-words 

tend to recur in relatively few word combinations and do not appear to be 

tied to a particular utterance position; they occur alone or in the position 

complementary to that of the pivot word. For instance; 

byebye car 

byebye papa 

papa bye bye 

byebye back 
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Here, "byebye" would be considered a pivot because it occurs m several 

word combinations. 

(2) Sinlge-word utterances are X. Multiword utterances are either P'X or XP", 

the former being much more frequent. 

Both functionally and developmentally, the distinction between open and 

closed word classes in the adult language seems quite parallel to that between x
words and pivots. The closed classes have relatively few members, and tend to 

serve in sentences as frames for the open-class words. 

Conclusion 

The word combinations that are uttered by children (about 18 months old) 

have two parts of speech. One called 'pivot' comprises the smaller number of 

words whose position has been learned. The other, called the X-class consists of 

entire vocabulary except for some of the pivots. During the first phase of language 

development, the language grows structurally by the formation of new pivot words. 

The language grows in vocabulary by adding the X-class. 

Brown (1973) 

Brown (1973) did a longitudinal study of the development of English as a 

first language in the preschool years of three children between t.he ages of 18 t.o 

27 months. The data are transcriptions of spontaneous speech of the child and 

adults in conversation at home. Brown used Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) as 

an index of grammatical development. The work presents evidence that the knowl

edge about language develops in an approximately invariant form in all children, 

though at different rates. He introduced case grammar as a more appropriate tool 

for analyzing children's language, showing that the semantic relations were more 

descriptive of children's early language than a grammatical ana.lysis. 

In an attempt to respond to the question: "what his work is really about?" 

He reports (1973:58), "It is about knowledge; knowledge concerning grammar and 
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the meanings coded by grammatical knowledge inferred, of course from perfor

mance, from sentences spoken, and from signs of comprehension or incomprehen

sion of sentences spoken by others." 

Results 

His five stages for child language development are: 

Stage I Relations or Roles within the Simple Sentence 

Stage II Modulations of Meaning within the Simple Sentence 

Stage III Modalities of the Simple Sentence 

Stage IV Embedding of One Sentence within Another 

Stage V Coordination of Simple Sentences and Propositional Relations 

Conclusion 

Brown concludes the following issues for his study: 

(1) Stage I speech is made up of content words and does lack functors what he 

calls "telegraphic speech". 

(2) The order of progression in first language, both semantic and grammatical, 

is approximately invariant across children learning the same language. 

(3) The primary determinants of order of acquisition are c1\ll1ulat.ive complexit.y. 

both semantic and grammatical. 

(4) Though the order of acquisition of linguistic knowledge is approximat.ely 

invariant across children learning a language, the rate of progression varies 

radically. 

(5) Frequency and perceptual salience are minor determinants of order of ac

quisition. 

(6) He suggests some alternatives that seem to impel a child to 'improve' speech. 

(7) Brown agrees with de Villiers and de Villiers (1972) in dp.scribing compet.ence 

and performance. There are multiple "levels" of knowledge of st.ructure. as 

a result of various kinds of performance and there is no rea'<;Oll to enthrone 

anyone of these as the child's true competence. 
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Lois Bloom (1970) 

Lois Bloom's (1970) study on "Language Development" was based upon the 

premise that linguistic descriptions of the form of children's speech provides only 

partial information about the child's intuitive knowledge of a linguistic code. This 

study attempts to determine what three children appeared to know about grammar 

as they began to use syntax in their speech. The study does not answer how they 

learned it. 

This approach to analyze children's language attempts to reach 'meaning' 

of children's sentences by focusing on the correlation of linguistic and contextual 

features - on what the child said in relation to what he was talking about and the 

situation and behavior that cooccurred with what he said - rather than on strictly 

formal considerations of language content. Relating utterance to referent provided 

information for interpreting the semantic intent of utterances. The children in her 

study were between 10-21 months olel. Both of these works by Brown (1973) and 

Bloom (1970) were a.ttempts t.o describe language in semantic terms rat.her t.han 

in terms of pure grammatical structures. 

Results 

Analysis of the language data of three children revealed that there was a 

small number of words that occurred frequently in contexts with a larger group of 

words that were used infrequently. The class of frequent.\y used words included (1) 

the syntactic markers (e.g., "no", "more", etc). and (2) s11bst.it11tive fonns (e.g .. 

"mommy", "kathryn", "raisin", "read", etc.). 

Conclusion 

Children were learning the same language although they wcre using different. 

learning strategies. The underlying structure is intimately relnt,cd t.o the dcvelop

ment of cognition. An account for the development of language competence, ll1ust 

include cogni ti ve fllnd ion. 
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2. CROSS-SECTIONAL STUDIES 

Menyuk (1969) 

Most of the research reported in Menyuk's (1969) work is concerned with 

the acquisition and development of syntactic rules among children from age 2 to 7 

years. The study shows that many previous notions about language and its use are 

not descriptive of the process of language acquisition and development. These no

tions therefore could not successfully be applied in the teaching of language or the 

modification of linguistic behavior. The study uses framework of generative model 

of grammar. In addition, results of some studies are presented comparing the lin

guistic behavior of children developing language normally and children developillg 

language in a deviant manner are presented. 

de Villiers and de Villiers (1973) 

The purpose of this study was to provide cross-sectional data on the Ilse of 

the fourteen morphemes (as described by Brown 1(73) in obligatory contexts in 

early child speech. This study provides evidence for Brown's hypothesis that Mean 

Length Utterance (MLU) and age taken together might be a better predictor of 

the acquisition of grammatical morpheme than either is alone. 

Results 

There were 21 children aged between 16 and 40 months whose spontaneous 

speech samples were taken during play sessions. The rank-order correlatioll between 

age and MLU for the children in this study was +0.76. The correlation he tween age 

and percentage of morphemes used was +0.68, and that between MLU and mor

phemes is +0.92. There was a high degree of correspondence between the orderings 

found in this study and the ordering reported by Brown. It \\,(l~ apparent that the 

MLU and age are a far better predictor of the acquisitioll of the 14 UlOl'phclllCS 

than age or ML U alone. 
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Conclusion 

Both semantic and grammatical complexity to some extent predict the order 

of acquisition of the morphemes. There are a number of possible determinants of 

the order of acquisition: (1) The frequency of these forms in the speech of the 

parents to the child. (2) The grammatical complexity of these morphemes. (3) 

The semantic complexity of the morphemes. In fact, the order of acquisition may 

best be predicted by some combination of grammatical and semantic complexity. 

frequency, and perceptibility in speech. Some of the major studies mentioned above 

could be summarized in figure [1]. 

[See Figure 1] 

SUMMARY 

The studies mentioned above represent the trend of research in the field of 

child language development. Before Chomsky's (1957) generative transformational 

grammar, it was not dear how one could discover the grammar of a language and 

that how much of a grammar existed in early child language. 

Since the 1060s, search for grammar became the goal of language develop

ment research. The studies discussed above capture the historical trend of research. 

Braine (1963) described how children combined words in their earliest sentences. 

He proposed the model of "pivot grammar" for childlallguage. Brown (1973) stud

ied language development in three children and introduced the term "telegraphic 

speech" for children's early language. He also developed the five stages for the 

study of child language using MLU and age. Bloom '5 (1070) study of language 

development described what the children in knew, though how they learnt the 

different linguistic patt,ern was difficult to answer. Menyuk (1060) in her work 

cross-sectional study of children's language used the generative model of grammar 

to account for syntactic development of language. de Villiers and de Villiers (1973) 

provided evidence for Brown's hypothesis that MLU and age are better prediet.ors 

of the acquisition of gralllnuttical morphemes than either one is alone. 
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Together these findings provide a historical perspective as well as an 

overview of methods for describing children's language in general. These child 

language development studies show that child language is not a mirror of adult 

language, however, it has some unique qualities of its own. Most of the recent 

research in language acquisition have used these studies as the theoretical basis of 

their work. 

The comparison of these studies provide data about the process of language 

acquisition. Language acquisition research would need a sound theory concerning 

the analysis of discourse features, because this research considers actual perfor

mance, that is utterances used within a given context and situation. The outcomes 

of the research on child language development are in line with the direction of re

search in sociolinguistic theories in one respect that many of the child's utterances 

are totally incomprehensible without taking the speech event into account. 

2.3 Language Development Among Hearing Impaired Children 

The research in sociolinguistic studies has influenced the methodology for 

studying language acquisition considerably. The approaches describe the child's 

acquisition of semantics and pragmatics at the different stages of language devel

opment. 

The most recent research in the area has indicated that the child, during 

the first year of life has a knowledge of semantic and pragmatic functions and 

expresses them llonverbally in conjunction with situational cues before expressing 

grammatical relations verbally (Greenfield and Smith 1976, Bates, et a1. 1975, 

Halliday 1975). Since nonverbal expression has been identified as a menns of com

munication utilized by the hearing impaired child this methodology is appropriate 

for investigating language acquisitions in the hearing impaired population. The fol

lowing studies of language development of hearing impaired children suggest that 

language development in the hearing impaired child parallels the behavior of the 

normal child. 

Collins-Ahlgren, M. (1975) 
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Expressive language samples of two deaf girls (from 16th through 44 months) 

indicated their abili ty to generate novel sentences and to express a wide range of 

grammatical and semantic relations. A case grammar analysis suggests that these 

deaf children are developing language equivalent to that of their hearing peers. 

The developement of the hearing impaired child's early language develop

ment has been described as paralleling that of normal hearing children (Bellugi and 

Klima 1972; Schlesinger and Meadow, 1974; Nash 1975). These investigators used 

descriptive procedures which had been developed to study language acquisition in 

the normal child. 

Quigley and King (1980) 

They reported findings from the research program conducted between 1969 

and 1976, which involved: (1) linguistic analysis of samples of written language 

from several hundred deaf students. The questions askcd wcre: 

(1) What is the order of difficulty of various systematic structures for deaf in

dividuals; is it similar to the order of difficulty for hearing individuals and 

is it predictable from theories of transformational generative grammar? 

(2) How well established are the systematic rules of standard English in the 

language of deaf individuals at age levels from 10 through 18 years? 

(3) Are there developmental stages for these rules in deaf individuals, and, if 

so, how similar are they to that of hearing individuals'? 

(4) Do deaf individuals acquire the same syntactic rules as hearing individuals'? 

(5) How does the deaf individual's understanding of various synt.actic structures 

compares to t.he occurrence of those structures in commonly used reading 

materials? 

In response to question 1, it can be seen that the order of difficulty of 

the various syntactic structures was similar, but not identical, for both deaf and 

hearing subjects. Negation, conjunction and question format.ion were t.he least. 

difficult structures for both deaf and hearing students, 
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In response to question 2, 18 year old deaf subjects performed at signif

icantly lower levels then the 8 year old hearing subjects on all structures. For 

question 3, the comparison of the research findings with developmental data in 

the literature on young hearing children revealed great similarities (Quigley, et al 

1976). Development within structures for hearing children was found to be very 

similar to degree of difficulty within the same structures for the cleaf subjects for 

Relativization, Conjunction, Complimentation, Questions formation, Pronominal

ization, Negation, and the Verb system. They report, "On the basis of these data, 

it is perhaps reasonable to assume that developmental stages in the acquisition of 

particular syntactic ::;tructure::; are similar for deaf and hearing children but that 

the rate of development is greatly retarded in the case of deaf children." 

They discussed the hypothesis that English is developed in similar ways for 

hearing impaired and normal hearing individuals. This hypothesis is supported 

by (a) evidence of similar error patterns and strategies and (b) similar orders of 

difficulty on the Test of Syntactic Abilities .. Question 5 showed that the obviolls 

lack of understanding of the standard English syntax presents a major problem ill 

reading for deaf individuals. 

This work has provided information on the language development, process 

and on the rate of language development in hearing impaired and normal hearing 

individuals. 

Skarakis and Prutting (1977) 

The research in this study used a sociolinguistic approach to describe t.he 

semantic-pragmatic component in the spontaneous communication of four hearing 

impaired preschool children. The age ranged from 2 to 4 year olds. These children 

had oral language training and no formal sign language instruction. Children were 

observed for four week period, for 10 hours total. \Vrit.ten transcription was made 

of both child's communicative act and the context in which it. occ11lTed. Cont.ext. 
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included elements such as the referent, temporally immediate events, prior linguis

tic expression. The communicative act included gestures, actions, vocalizations, 

verbalizations, etc. The data was spontaneous speech collection. 

Procedure for analysis was adapted from Greenfield and Smith (1976) in

volving identification of 13 semantic functions of language and Dore's (1974) seven 

categories of communicative intent aspect of the communication act (the eigth 

category was developed by Bates' et. al. 1975). 

The results demonstrated that hearing impaired child expressed the same 

semantic functions and communicative intentions as found in young normal hearing 

children in the prelinguistic and one-word stage. All subjects used semantic func

tions and communicative intentions in combination of different extents, reflecting 

their communicative competence. 

Discussion 

Historically, research studies have indicated an 'immaturity' or 'retardation' 

in the linguistic performance of hearing impaired children compared to hearing chil

dren (Myklebust, 1960; Odom et. a1 1967; Restaino 1969). Recent investigations 

have used psycholinguistic procedures for linguistic analysis to show that the de

velopment of the hearing impaired child's early language development has been 

described as paralleling that of normal hearing children. (Bellugi and Klima, 1972; 

Schlesinger and Meadow 1974; Nash, 1975). These researchers used descriptive 

procedures which were developed to study Hearing child. 

2.4 Language Assessment 

A third area. of literature review involves a discussion of language assessment, 

which incorporates two major focuses: (1) theoretical underpinnings of language 

proficiency tests (Spolsky 1975; Oller 1979;) and (2) methods of assessment (Lee 

1974;Van Del' Geest, et a11973, Thompson 1987, Black 1979, Slaughter and Bennett 

1982; Clay, et al 1976). 

Theoretical Underpinnings 
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There are several tests of language proficiency but unfortunately they do 

not provide a sufficiently adequate measurement. of the construct. For example, 

most structured oral language tests use a text, pictures, toys 01' a recording as the 

stimulus. The response of the examinee is often limited and unnatural. There is 

little possibility for variation. As Randall Jones (1975:4) puts it, "It is somewhat 

similar to doing archaeological field work by looking at black and white snapshots 

of the site. You can get an idea, but you cannot explore." 

The biggest impediment to research on language involves the dilemma of 

language measnrement.. Researchers face a challenging t.ask of constructing and 

choosing appropriate methods for studying language. Language testing is primarily 

a task of assessing t.he proficiency of the learers' developing grammar. The efficiency 

of the skill to be test.ed must be determined by the functional nature of that skill; 

which in this case is communication. In order for a language test to achieve validity 

it must ask the question: How can language testing relate to a pragmatic view of 

language as communication? (Oller, 1979:33). 

Spolsky (1975: 142) advocat.es that the theoretical questions that need to be 

solved if useful tests arc to be produced are very similar to the theoretical questions 

that need to he solved to understand language. That is t.o say. developing a good 

measure of language competence is very close to understanding what language is, 

or, put another way, the problems of language testing turn out to be very serious 

challenges to our understanding of what language is. 

Dilemmas of Research on Linguistic Models and Language Assessment 

Language tests involve measuring a subject's knowledge of and proficiency 

in the use of a language. Spolsky (1968:79), "One canuot. develop sonnd langllage 

tests without a method of defining what it means to know a language, for until 

you have decided what you are measuring, you cannot claim to have measured it: 

fundamental to the preparation of valid tests of language proficiency is a theoretical 

question: what does it mean to know a language?" 
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Despite the increased popularity of research on language development and 

linguistic assessment, some fundamental problems persist. First, there is no con

senslls on what it means to know a language. Some researchers equate it with 

ability to communicate, whereas others argue that it is the subconscious (tacit) 

knowledge of grammatical rules. It is important to note that the way a researcher 

defines this construct influences the subsequent choices of measures, training, di

agnostic components and educational objectives. There are no simple choices for 

language researchers to make; however, some of the issues can be characterized as 

dilemmas of assessment and language performance. 

SOME LANGUAGE TESTS 

Marie Clay, et al study 

Marie Clay, et al (1976) designed Record of Oral Language (ROL) m re

sponse to the demand for assessing oral language of children in New Zealand. This 

method helps teachers to make objective assessments of changes in a child's oraJ 

language over time and makes objective appraisal of the oral language of different 

children. 

In ROL, sentence repetition procedures a.re used to give insight into ways 

young children master the different structures found in English sentences. These 

procedures were derived from research studies such as those of Menyuk (1969); 

Graham (1968); Clay (1971). This instrument provides the teacher with a way of 

describing the most a.dva.nced structural level of oral language which a child might 

understanding completciy. These resu1t.s provide a hasis for selection of children 

whose language development requires special attentiOll. 

The rationale behind sentence repetitioll is that "by having a child repeat 

sentences which represent a range of different syntactic structures in English a 

teacher can learn as much in a relatively short time about his control of those 

structures as would be learned from listening to the child's spontaneous speech 

over a much longer period" Clay, et al (1976:9). Also since a child's comprehension 
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exceeds production, a "child's ability to repeat sentences can give a more generous 

assessment of his ability to handle grammatical structure than is given by the 

language he himself produces {1976:9)." 

The instrument examines 5 to 6 year olds' ability to repeat sentences. These 

sentences were graded from easy to difficult to form Levels Sentences. The Levels 

Sentences are grouped on the basis of three levels of difficulty. Each level contains 

two examples of each sentence type. Each sentence is said by the teacher to the 

child who then attempts to repeat it. The exact response to each sentence is 

recorded immediately underneath its sentence for subsequent analysis. The child's 

responses are marked for omission, substitution, transposition and addition. The 

diagnostic and prescript.ive implications are discussed. 

Van Der Geest's Study 

Van Der Geest, et al (1973) carried out research on child language at the 

University of Amsterdam. They investigated the language capacity of three soci

ologically different groups of 3-4 year old children. This study takes into account 

the syntactic and semantic phenomena of children's language use. The communica

tive aspect of the competence - one's capacity to react appropriately by means of 

language within a certain context and situation - has been systematically coyerecl. 

Van der Geest et al. examined the spontaneous language of three groups 

of children from different social environments; the children spent about 4 hours in 

a day in a nursery school playroom. 100 utterances were collected for each child. 

They considered the sentence as the basis of the analysis (rather than T-units). 

They used quantitative as well as qualitative measures. A number of quantit.ative 

measures were employed such as mean length of sentcllce (MLS), number of OllC 

word sentences (Nl WS), mean length of the five longest sent.ences (1vIL5LS), t.otal 

number of different words (ND\iV) and Carroll's adaptation of the type token ratio 

(TTRC) was used as a quantitative measure. The first three measures are related 

to syntactic complexity; the latter two give more information on the vocabulary 

potential. 
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Van der Geest et al. developed a syntactic complexity score as a descrip

tive measure for qualitative analysis of the language. This scoring system had two 

parts (1) semantic assessment (2) realization assessment. They distinguished sys

tematically between the semantic intent or message that a child intends to give', 

as determined from the context, situation, and the realization or code which is 

realized on the verbal level. The following example serves as an illustration of t.his 

procedure: 

(1) Looking at a picture of a baby eating cereal 

Mother: What is the baby doing? 

Child: Eating cereal. (realization assessment) 

Clearly, the paraphrase has to be: 

(2) The baby/He is eating cereal. (semantic assessment) 

Seuren's (1969) theory of Nucleus-Operators is taken as the theoretical point 

of departure for the scoring system. The scoring takes into account those deletions 

in the child's language which are justified by context and situation. 

The results indicated significant differences among the different groups of 

children. A1t.hough the children of the lower class (LC) groups always score lower 

on a variety of components and measures, they do not lag behind in linguistic 

competence and the groups did not differ in t.he diversity of lnnguage struct.nr~s 

used. Alliinguist.i<: characteristics fonnd for the MC groups are also found for t.he 

LC groups. The resu1t.s show that children of different environmental groups do 

indeed differ in communicative competence. There were developmental differences 

found among different groups. The study also implied t.hat the number of deletions 

or omissions is not an appropriate negative indicator for measnring the language 

capacity of three to four year old children. 

Lee's Developmental Sentence Analysis Method 

In her seminal work on Developmental Sentence Analysis, Lee (1974) fo

cussed on applicability of psycholinguistic research to clinical needs. The technique 
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of developmental sentence analysis was introduced to evaluate children's syntac

tic development. She claimed it was a method for readily quantified and scored 

evaluation of a child's use of standard English grammatical rules from spontaneous 

speech. It was a cross-sectional, not a longitudinal study. It reports on 200 children 

from ages 2-0 to 6-11. 

The Developmental Sentence Type (DST) sentences form three levels hori

zontally (1) single words, (2) two-word combinations, and (3) multiword construc

tions which are not complete sentences. Vertically, it consists of (1) The Noun 

Phrase (2) the Designative Sentence (that starts with a demonstrative pronouns) 

(3) The Predicative Sentence (Adjective, Prepositional phrase, (4) Subject-Verb 

Sentences (Verhal) and (5) Fragments. DSA is devised to assess a child's incorpo

ration of adult grammatical rules into his spolltaneous speech and to the degree 

that he is behind, he will be called "language delayed". 

Thompson (1987) focussed on language assessment of hearing impaired chil

dren. She discusses purpose of language assessment and ways of effective language 

assessments for hearing-impaired and other language-delayed children. It discusses 

methods of recording and analyzing spontaneous language. 

Slaughter and Bennett developed an interactive approach to assess the oral 

communicative competencies of bilingual students. 

Some Other Language Proficiency Tests 

There are several tests of oral language proficiency. Myers (1987) mentions a 

number of structured techniques for eliciting specific linguistic features for informal 

speech and language assessment. She divides the assessment procedures into three 

sections: (1) standardized measures of oral language, (2) using language sa.mple 

of the speaker for analysis, (3) informal assessment strategies. The philosophy of 

assessment in t.he st.udy centers around the need to describe the child's compre

hension and production of language through a developmental investigation of the 

process of language. Some of these language tests are selected from the number of 

language tests mentioned in Myers (1987:90-92) which were also listed in Mental 
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Measurement Year Book (Volume Nine). These are mentioned below in chart II 

representing their author, year, age group, purpose, linguistic element being tested 

and scores. 

[See Figure 2] 

The test scores were taken as a variable because they can be regarded as 

the number of constructs the test measures. Sometimes scores provide better leads 

to the functional capability of a test than the test title or other information. 

2.5 Conclusions 

The sociolinguistic studies mentioned in the early part of this chapter present 

a theory of communicative competence which details theoretical concepts and di

rections for language Rssessment. The trend in communicative competence is a 

reaction to the inability of Chomskyan linguistic theory to handle the full complex

ity of language use. The sociolinguistic emphases are dear in the work of Hymes 

(1972), Halliday (1076), Ervin-Tripp (1969), Sinclair and Coulthard (1975), Brown 

and Yule (1983), etc. From the review of sociolinguistic theories it is clear that 

definitions of language proficiency ought to include some reference to grammati

cal, sociolinguistic, and strategic competence (Canale and Swain 1081) which are 

summarized below: 

Grammatical Competence: Includes knowledge of lexical items and of rules of 

word formation, sentence formation, pronunciation, etc. 

Sociolinguistic Competence: Addresses the extent to which grammatical forms 

can be used appropriately to communicate in various contexts. 

Strategic Competence: Involves knowledge of verbal and nonverbal communica

tion strategies. 

Note, the three competencies are interrelated and one cannot be assessed in

dependent of the other two. In Piagitian psycholinguistics, an account. of language 

development must. specify at least three interrelated component.s: linguist.ic (~X

perience, nonlinguistic experience, and cognitive-perceptual organization with the 

three components interacting to affect the development of linguistic competence. 
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There were attempts to disregard communicative competence in favor of 

grammatical competence (Higgs and Clifford:19S2). The major problem seen with 

the communicative competence model was that there was no analysis of complexity 

of linguistic functions needed by communicators in a variety of real-world contexts. 

This was precisely the point made by sociolinguists: the dynamic nature of linguis

tic situations cannot be predefined or analysed. The speakers'responses vary from 

situation to situation or even within the same situation. 

This is precisely what most of the language tests tend to do. They predefine 

the linguistic situation and predict specific linguistic responses. In order to do this, 

the linguistic situation is confined so that the specific predicted responses can be 

elicited. Then, if the child's response does not meet the prediction, it is marked 

as a deviation and sometimes an error. The elicitation procedures are used to find 

out something specific about the learners' language. It is also true that in order 

to elicit language, constraints must be placed on the lea.rer so that he is forced 

to make choices within severely restricted areas of his grammatical competence. 

In ordinary tests, These constraints can be applied in two ways, by limiting the 

range of possible choices, as in a closed item recognition test, or by contextually 

restricting the range of possible free choices as in an open-ended production test. 

In spite of these constraints, linguistic responses on tests vary a great deal. 

The analysis of language data in chapter three is evidence to this observation. The 

responses of children were contextually appropria.t.e in spite of heing deviant.. Thus 

the notion of communicative competence comes into play in any language t.esting 

situation. 

Furthermore, the role of semantics in communicative competence was shown 

to be very important in child language studies done by Bloom (1973), Brown (1£)73), 

and others discussed in this chapter. de Villiers and de Villiers (1973) showed 

that semantic relations were more descriptive of children's early language than a 

grammatical analysis. 

A theory of language will have a limited hut specific contrihution to make t.o 

an overall theory. In particular, a theory of language will be a necessary component 

in our explanation of the L1 acquisition of formal properties of grammar, sHch as 
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syntax, morphology and phonology in language tests. A theory of language test 

will have to be modular, with a theory of language as one of many component 

modules. 

Language tests are here to stay because they provide us with crucial infor

mation about the students. It is important to know where students stand at a 

given stage of their development; tests help us find out before we teach something 

whether the students know it and afterwards whether they have learnt it or not. 

When the question is "Can somebody do something?" the easiest way to test is 

to have them do it. For instance, in order to find out an individual's linguistic 

knowledge, it would take a long time to have somebody perform all the kinds of 

linguistic behaviors. When we start looking at the variation in language use in 

individuals, we see how complex an individual's knowledge is. Considering all the 

socio-linguistic factors, we realize that we can't assume that knowledge of a lan

guage is as simple and idealized as a grammarian would like it tu be. It's difficult 

to elicit all the kinds of linguistic behaviors. Thus we are forced to sample. In 

a sample we control the language productions of the individual, so that we can 

attain reliability. But then we are left with the serious problem of validity. If we 

are testing something , we need to know what is it that we are testing. How can 

we show that this test is a test of what we thought we were testing. Language 

tests involve measuring a subject's knowledge of, and proficiency of language. One 

cannot develop sound language tests without a method of defining what it. means 

to know a language, for until you have decided what you are measuring, you cannot 

claUu to have measured it: "Fundamental to the preparation of valid test.s of lan

guage proficiency is a theoretical question: What does it mean to know a language? 

(Spolsky 1989 : 140)." 

The efficiency of the construct - language - to be tested must be determined 

by the functional nature of that construct, which in this case is communication. 

In order for a language test to achieve validity it must ask the question: How can 

language testing relate to a pragmatic view of language as communication? Thc 

doubts and unccl'tainities in the validity of a language test will always bc thcre 

because "any language tcst is by its very nature inauthentic, abnormal language 
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behavior, for the test taker is being asked not to answer a question giving infor

mation but to display knowledge or skill" (Spolsky :1984:39). What is important 

is that we continue to communicate those uncertainities and doubts with anyone 

who will use the results of these tests, and avoid the claims of absolute prediction 

that so many tests seem to make. 

The discussion has attempted to give an indication of the range of theoretic 

models which underlie many current sociolinguistic approaches and to identify some 

of the issues which they have generated. There are many theories and approaches 

in language acq1lisition and sociolinguistic studies which can be 1lsed for language 

assessment. However, as the philosopher of science, Feyerabend, (1974:14) warns 

of research in the social sciences: 

"You can be a good empiricist only if you are prepared to work with many 

alternative theories rather than with a single point of view and "experience". This 

plurality of theories must not be regarded as a preliminary stage of knowledge 

which will at some time in the future be replaced by the One Tl'l1e Theory." 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This chapter focuses on the research design of the study, the methodology, 

the participants, the materials used, the instruments adopted and the procedures 

for data collection, scoring and data analysis. The data analysis and the method

ology are interspersed together since the methodology is exemplified with the help 

of data. 

The data for the study are obtained from Grauunatical Analysis of Elicited 

Language (G AEL), a test of la.nguage proficiency for hearing-impaired children. 

There were two sources of data for the study, one - the \vrittcn GAEL test. t.ran

scripts (see Appendix I) which will be analysed using the Observed Response Anal

ysis (includes Morphemic, Phrasal and Sentence Analysis Procedures) across all the 

ten children in the study. These are the crossectional studies. The second source 

of data is obtained from the videotapes and supporting written transcripts of three 

of the ten children which will be analysed using discourse analysis procedures. 

The theoretical models adapted in discourse analysis are Halliday's (1976) 

and Prince's (1981) model of 'given-new information' and Grice's (1975) COllVer

sational rules. These individual case study video transcripts werc used as furt.her 

support for the issues in crossectional studies. Thus discussion of these cases would 

be interspersed with the crossectional analysis. The research design of the study 

is schematically represented in Figure 3 [Major Study]. 

[Figl1l'C 3] 

3.1 Participants 

Participants in this study were ten hearing-impaired elementary school chil

eh·en. The children were within the age group of five to eight years from various 
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schools across the nation. Their selection was independent of socio-economic/ cul

tural/ ethnic background. 

Criteria for selection 

Young age of the participants in the study was helpful for two reasons: One, 

these children were still developing language system which reflect.s their transitional 

competence, specially added with some hearing loss they were more likely to pro

duce unconventional syntactic and morphological structures in their language; Two, 

the test GAEL is designed for younger hearing impaired children. The children in 

the study had the following traits: 

(1) Age: Most of the children were between six and eight except one child who 

was five years old at the time of testing. 

(2) Hearing Status: All the hearing-impaired children had aided PTA (Peer 

Tone Average) within the range of Mild to Ivloderate Hearing Loss as given 

in Davis and Silverman (1970). PTA is defined as, "a summary statistic 

reflecting the average t.hreshold response at 500, 1000, and 2000 hert;!, for 

any given ear. The speech range is the band of frequencies between 500 

and 2000 hertz" (Quigley and Kretschmer 1985:2). Peer tone is the simplest 

form of sound measured in hertz (cycles / second). 

(3) Mode of communication: The primary mode of communication among all 

the participants was oral. There was no data ;:IYailable on whether some of 

these children used sign language or not. These children were documented 

as using 'oral language' for mode of communicil tiOI1. 

(4) Linguistic Status: The children were monolingual speakers of English. 

Table 1 presents a description of the eight children in terms of their age, 

sex, hearing status (aided and unaided) and raw scores obtained on GAELs. 

TABLE 1 
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Description of the Children 

Name Age Sex Aided PTA Unaided PTA Raw Scores Percent.ile Rank 

JM 8 F 40 71.66 373 30 
JE 7 M 36.6 56.6 379 60 
TG 7 F 45 NR 185 45 
RK 6 M 23.33 66.66 314 50 
WL 7 M 28.3 75 372 60 
RE 6 F 21.66 40 420 85 
PH 6 M 51.6 100 360 90 
KP 6 M 21.7 73.3 311 45 
ED 5 M 26.6 51.6 362 85 
AC 7 M 32 42 390 55 

Note: Names are not. real. Age is given in years at the time of test.ing. NR is 

no response. PTA - Peer Tone Average is measured in Decibels. Ra.w scores a.re the 

tot,al correct responses obtained in the test. The videotapes me availahle only on 

the first three children. Test transcriptions were obtained by the test administ.rator 

on all of the children. 

3.2 Background on GAEL 

These tests were developed to evaluate hearing impaired children's use of 

the grammatical aspects of spoken and/or signed English in a st.andardized test 

setting. Each GAEL t.cst consists of a set of toys, games and act.iyit.ics designed to 

elicit, in a struct.urecl situation, specific sentences which constitut.e a sampling of 

syntactic structures. GAEL has three parts: Pre-sentence level, Simple Sentcnce 

level, and Complex Sentence Level. All the children in this study were given the 

Simple Sentence Level of GAEL. 

The administration of the test is done indiviclually. The tester and the 

child pa.rticipate in a one-Oll-one sit.uation where the test('r doC's :l series of sl11<111 
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activities with toys (eg, mommy, daddy, table, cups, cars, dog, etc) as a practice 

exercise before doing the specific tasks so that the child gets a feel for the test. 

The tester is generally the classroom teacher or someone familiar to the child. The 

test is about 45-50 minutes long and consists of 21 activities, eliciting 04 target 

sentences from the child. 

The two components of the test are prompted and imitated responses. Re

sponses that deviate from the target responses are marked on the transcription 

sheet (Appendix I) and then transferred to the score sheets (Appendix II). Digres

sions are marked as errors according to the criteria specified by the test. These 

errors are then calculated. The sum of these errors in each category is subtracted 

from the total occurrences of words in that category. The resulting score is ex

pressed in terms of mastery points, corresponding to one of several interpretive 

grammatical mastery profiles such as "Ivlastered", "Emerging", or "Barely Devel

oped". The child's percentile rank is computed by counting the total number of 

mastery points which corresponds to the percentile rank in the norm-referenced 

table. 

The videotape of one of the children in the study (.Jenny) was transcribed 

varbatim for the sample case study and cross-sectiona.l study for the purpose of 

developing research methodology. All of the child's and tester's utterances were 

transcribed. Identification of the utterance was occasionally indeterminable. Par

tial utterances, fragments, utterances that were unintelligible were not incorporated 

in the transcripts or included in the analysis. 

vVhile the test was administered, the child's elicited responses were tran

scribed on the GAEL test transcripts. The elicited responses were transcribed only 

when there was a. diversion from the target sentence. The guidelines for transcrip

tion as given in the test were followed. In the following sections. the methodology 

will be discussed in light of .J eany's data analysis. 
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3.3 Validity of the Test 

Moog and Geers (1985) report the concurrent validity of the test as, "Con

current validity was obtained by testing similar children with three additional mea

sures of expressive language." Thirty-seven orally educated hearing-impaired chil

dren were tested with the GAEL-S and with three other tests which were: (1) Scales 

of Early Communication Skills for Hearing-Impaired Children (Moog and Geers, 

ID75) (2) Northwestern Syntax Screening Test - Expressive (Lee, 1969) and (3) 

Grammatical Analysis of Elicited Language - Complex Sentence Level (Moog and 

Geers, !D80). The correlation of the three tests with GAEL-S scores for prompted 

component was .81, .83 and .87 respectively. 

Moog and Geers (1985:107) further report, "Another indication of the va

lidity of a diagnostic instrument is the degree to which it identifies children who 

deviate significantly from their age mates in the characteristic measured. Fif

teen normal-hearing children between the ages of 3 years 0 months and 4 years 9 

months who had been diagnosed as having sufficient language delay to be enrollecl 

in a language development preschool program, were administered the GAEL." All 

the children scored at 01' below the 15th percentile for their age in both Prompted 

and Imitated Productions. 

3.4 Reliability of the Test 

Moog and Geers (1985) report the test reliability as "Test-retest reliabil

ity of total GAEL-S scores was examined for a subsample of 60 children from 

the normative group who were readministered the test by a dift'erent examiner 

after a two-month interval. Twenty were normal-hearing children. 20 were orally 

educated hearing-impaired, nnd 20 were enrolled in tota.! comlllllllication (TC) pro

grams. Reliability estimates were obtained separately for the three groups. Pearson 

product-moment correlation coefficients are presented. These cocft'ecients exceed .9 

for all groups except the prompted productions of normal-hearing children, where 

the coefficient is .88." 
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PART ONE 

3.5 Group Studies 

For the first part of the study (cross-sectional cases) - Observed-Response 

Analysis Procedure was done on the language data obtained from the GAEL test. 

transcripts which were collected on all the ten children. However, for the pmposc 

of developing a research design, one child's (Jeany) data was analyzed completely. 

The following procedures will be discussed in reference to Jeany's transcript. 

3.6 Introduction to Research Methodology 

The criteria were developed as a result of the specific test data. Since the 

data were limi ted by prompted elicitations of children's responses and only those 

responses were marked on the transcription sheets which deviated from the target 

responses, a methodology was developed which could analyze these deviations in 

terms of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic appropriateness. The methodology was 

adapted from Goodmans' Miscue Analysis (1987) that was developed for reading. 

Data analysis for this study was called Observed Response Analysis (ORA) which 

is also similar to Record of Oral Language, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Clay,M., et 

0.1 (1976), although the procedures developed by Clay's instrument were clesigned 

to analyze "imitated" oral responses and do not go into an indepth analysis of the 

observed deviations in terms of their acceptability. 

3.7 Procedures for Analyzing Obtained Utterances 

This method involved two procedures to analyse the data.. One, the data 

obtained from the test transcripts was analysed at the Morphological and Phrasal 

level to arrive at each child's individual observational set of p;rall1matical 1'Illes. 

Two, these responses were then analysed for meaning (semant ic appropriateness) 

and pragmatics (contextual appropriateness) at the morphological and sentence 

levels. 
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3.8 Procedure I 

In Chomsky's theory of 1965, as well as in generative semantics and in 

Seuren's (1969) model, the differences between the deep structure of a sentence 

- doing as much justice to its meaning as possible - and its surface structure are 

fully accounted for by means of transformations. Of these, four types can be distin

guished - omission, transposition, addition, and substitution. If we may consider 

these transformations to be universal, the conclusion is warranted that the differ

ence between semantic intent and realization in child language can be described in 

terms of these four transformations. In practice this has been done already by Teer

voort (1967) and Menyuk (1969) in describing deviances of children's performance 

data from adult model language in terms of these four types of transformations. 

Goodman, et a1. (1987) also used these transformations to analyse children's per

formance in oral reading. Therefore, as a first step in Procedure I, these four 

transformations were used. 

The data for this procedure were collected from the transcripts of GAELs 

for .Jeany. Each deviation from the target sentence made by the child was included 

in the analysis as Observed Response (OR). The target response was called the 

Expected Response (ER). The OR was then marked for the type of transformation 

that it showed as Substitution, Omission, Transposition or Addition. These were 

all exclusive ca.tegories. This procedure included free llS well as bonnd morphemes 

and phrases (NP, PP, AP). 

See Appendix III : Procedure I 

Substitution 

The Observed Response is considered a substitution if it replaces the Target 

Word. The OR could be in the same grammatical category as the ER or in a 

different grammatical category. For instance, (Sentence Number 23 of Jenny's 

response): 

ER: That is a white chair 
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OR: THAT IS A LITTLE CHAIR 

Here, "little" is a substitution for "white" without any change of grammat

ical category. In the following example, Jeany substituted "is" with "walked" In 

her OR thus changing the category from copula to past form of the verb. 

ER: The dog is on the table. 

OR: THE DOG WALKED ON THE TABLE. 

# 84 is an interesting case as it poses two possible alternatives. 

ER: He is kissing her. 

OR: DADDY GETTING HUG. 

1: ER: He 

I 
is kissing 9 
~ .~ 

OR: DADDY GETTING HUG. 

2: ER: He G kissing her. 

OR: DA~DY GEJTING \UG. 

In our system, we choose (2) m preference to (1) for the following two 

reasons: first, because substituting a word for the same grammatical form is more 

frequent and the child gets credit for the substitution which t.hen is not counted as 

a syntactic error in the Observed Response Analysis. Thus "getting" for "kissing" 

is a substitution of progressive form of the verb with another one and "hug" for 

"her" is a substitution of a nominal form with another nominal form. Second, it 

is more common in child language to omit function words and retain the content 

words, thus omission of "is" is more likely than substitution of "getting" for "is". 

Sometimes single words substitute for a phrase, for instance a pronominal 

substituting for a noun phrase as in the example mentioned below: 

ER: Mommy and Daddy walked. 
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OR: THEY WALKED. 

Here, the pronoun "they" substitutes for the noun phrase "mommy and 

daddy" in the ER. vVe do not treat deletion of the conjunction "and" from the 

noun phrase as an "omission". 

Sometimes a one word OR was substituted for the entire sentence, for in

stance in # 54, Jeany says "NO" for "He is not in baby's chair". This was consid

ered a substitution of the entire phrase by the negative particle "No". 

Omission 

The ER is considered an omission when the child omits the target word and 

no other word is substituted in its place. For instance, in the following example, 

the child omits the adjective "yellow" in the OR. 

ER: Mommy jumped over the yellow chair. 

OR: MOMMY JUMPED OVER THE CHAIR. 

Bound morphemes were considered for omission. If a child drops the past 

tense morpheme I-edl or says "run" for "ran" or omits the plural marker I-sl or 

possessive marker /,sl then it is treated as omission of the bound morpheme. For 

insta.nce, 

ER: Two dogs ran. 

OR: TWO DOG RUN. 

Here, in the OR, child omits plural morpheme I -sl in ;'dogs" and thc past 

tense morpheme I-edl in "ran". If the child substitutes "walk" for "turned," then 

it is considered a substitution of the verb "turn" with "walk" and also omission of 

the past tense morpheme I-edl in "turned". 

If there is an omission of the complete phrase in the OR of the child then the 

complete phrase is marked as omitted rather than each lexical itcm. For iIlst.ance. 
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in # 43 Jeany omitted the entire prepositional phrase 'to the table' in her response 

to the test: 

ER: The boy pushed the yellow chair to the table. 

OR: THE BOY PUSHED THE YELLOW CHAIR. 

The observed response would be marked as omission of the prepositional 

phrase (PP). A question that immediately comes to one's mind is why it is not 

considered omission of the individual lexical items (i.e., 'to', 'the', 'table') or the 

omission of the preposition ('to') and the nounphrase ('the table'). 

Given all the three possibilities, one would go for the largest syntactic unit 

which in this case is a prepositional phrase. The reason that the largest syntactic 

unit is considered for omission or substitution is because the larger units contain 

smaller units and get accounted for. Also, by considering the larger units, the devi

ation is counted only once (for instance, PP rather than as preposition, determiner 

and noun). 

Transposition 

Transposition devia.tions occur when a target word appears in the wrong place: 

ER: Is the dog in Daddy's chair. 

OR: THE DOG IS IN DADDY'S CHAIR. 

Here, the auxiliary "is" is transposed in the OR. Another instance of this is 

in # 83 where the verb particle is moved to the end of the sentence: 

ER: She is putting on her pajamas. 

OR: THE GIRL IS GETTING HER PAJArvIAS on. 
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Addition 

An additional deviation occurs when a word or words are added to the target 

sentence. For instance: 

ER: That is daddy. 

OR: THAT IS A DADDY. 

Here, "a" in the OR is an an addition of the article in the target sentence. 

Any OR which was not a substitution or omission or transposition was considered 

an addition. 

3.9 Procedure II 

In Procedure I, we marked off each response for the type of transformation, 

in Procedure II, we classified all the Observed Responses (OR) representing each 

type of transformation in respective grammatical categories. Thus all the substitu

tions would be separated and all the omissions, transpositions and additions were 

sorted out. This gave us patterns of occurrences of OR in each type of transfor

mation. All the ORs in each category were then marked off for their grammatical 

categories. These grammatical categories were then compared with the respective 

grammatical categories of the Expected Responses (ER) of the target items. Below 

is a partial sample of the Substitution Form: 

Substitution Form 

TABLE 2 
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Sample of Substitution Form 

Sentence Observed Expected Gramm Cat Gramm Cat 
number Response (OR) Response( ER) of OR ofER 

4 a another article quantifier 
16 walked turned verb verb 
28 the two determiner quantifier 
84 daddy he noun pronoun 

Substitutions were considered acceptable where the grammatical categories 

were identical. Whenever there was a discrepancy between the grammatical cate

gory of the OR and that of the ER then it was considered an unacceptable substitu

tion. Thus for sentence number 16 above, "walked" for "turned" was an acceptable 

substitution but for sentence 28, "the" for "two" was considered an unacceptable 

substitution. All the "unacceptable substitutions" were then itemized for total 

frequency of each specific grammatical category of the Err. 

See Appendix IV : Substitutions 

Omission Form 

The omissions obtained from Procedure I were then assigned grammatical 

categories as part of Procedure II. In the Omission Form represented below, the 

column for the grammatical category of the OR is not there hecause the OR is 

omitted. If bound morpheme were omitted then it was considered an omission at 

the morphemic level, if a Prepositional Phrase is omitted in the OR then it was 

considered an omission at the phrasal level. 

TABLE 3 

Sample of Omission Form 
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Sentence Observed Expected Gramm Cat 
Number Response (OR) Response (ER) ofER 

43 - to the table prep. phrase (PP) 
5 - IS copula (sg) 
6 walk walked verb (past) 

84 girl girls noun (pI) 

See Appendix V : Omission 

The frequency of each grammatical category was then computed to obtain 

the total occurrences. 

3.10 Computing Percentage for Each Grammatical Category 

In Chomskyan grammar, the linguistic rules of grammar were absolute rules 

which were considered to be true all the time. These were the "correct rules" based 

on "example" and "counterexample." A single "accepted" sentence presented as a 

counter example, could be enough to invalidate a rule. This was an extreme version 

of the sentence grammarian view which is found less frequently in contemporary 

linguistics. 

Discourse analysis, presents a different view of rule-governed aspects of a 

language. A discourse analyst, "may wish to discuss, not 'rules' but regularities, 

simply because the data constantly exemplifies noncategorical phenomena. The 

regularities which the analyst describes are based on the frequency with which a 

particular linguistic feature occurs under certain conditions in his discourse data" 

(Brown and Yule: 1983:22).· 

The occurrance of a linguistic feature need not be very high to qualify as a 

regularity. As Brown and Yule (1983: 22) put it, "Thus, a regularity in discourse 

is a linguistic feature which occurs in a definable environment with a significant 

frequency. In trying to determine such regularities, the discourse analyst will typ

ically adopt the traditional methodology of descriptive linguistics .... In this sense 
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discourse analysis is, like descriptive linguistics, a way of studying language. It 

may be regarded as a set of techniques, rather than a theoretically predetermined 

system for the writing of linguistic 'rules'" (Brown and Yule (1983:23)). Essen

tially, a discourse analyst discovers regularities in the language data and describes 

them. 

In this section the systematic and non-systematic deviations will be dis

cussed, including how the percentages were computed and reasons for unique oc

currances of observed responses. A corpus of utterances was analyzed, usually by 

means of transformational grammar, to determine a single child's observed set of 

grammatical rules. A child who shows consistent accuracy in his performance with 

a particular syntactic structure may be assumed to have generalized a standard 

rule at the deeper level of competence. 

A chart was made to assign each grammatical category to each lexical item 

of the test. This is shown in Appendix VI. 

See Appendix VI : Grammatical Categories of Test 

The individual sums of each grammatical category from the omission, sub

stitution and transposition forms will be added. This will give the total sum of 

deviations on each of the specific category obtained from these two procedures. 

The additions were not incorporated here because there was no frame of reference 

for them, i.e., there were no corresponding grammatical categories for the expected 

response for children's responses. 

In order to compute the percentage of OR for each cntegory we divided the 

total occurrences of the grammatical category (X) obtained from the two data anal

ysis procedures used in this study by the total occurrences of the same grammatical 

category (X) in the test times 100: 

Percentage of Deviations of the Gr Cat (X) 

Total occurrences of Gr Cat (X) of ER 
-~-------:--=---=----:~-:-'---:--- * 100 
Total occurrences of Gr Cat (X) in the test. 
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Note that this percentage was computed only for those grammatical cate

gories which occured at least ten times or more in the test. If a category occured 

less than ten times in the test, then there was not enough opportunity for learners 

to elicit the specific form to imply any reliable information about their linguistic 

competence. Thus for lack of enough linguistic evidence these deviations were con

sidered at the performance level only and not be generalized at the competence 

level. Categories with less than 10 occurrences included Possessives, Pronouns, 

Genitives, Present tense forms of verbs, Aspect and Negative markers, Articles 

and Conjunctives. 

If the computed percentage for each grammatical category was 50 or more 

then we assumed that the child was showing a systematic pattern regarding the 

category in question. This was then considered a deviation of the OR at the level 

of competence and the child was then given full credit (Y) for this category for 

Syntactic and Semantic Acceptability. 

If the obtained percentage lies between 30-49 then the child was given partial 

credit (P) for Syntactic and Semantic Acceptability. This m~Flns that children's 

observed responses were not completely acceptable wit.hin the sent.ences. 

If the obtained percentage was below 30 then the child was not given any 

credit (N) for Syntactic and Semantic Acceptability. This means that children's 

responses were not at all acceptable. 

See Appendix VII : Acceptability Form 

TABLE 4 

Different Systematic Levels of Performance 

Percentage Acceptability Level 

50% + Yes Productive 
30% to 50% Partial Marginal 

30% - No Rare 
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The criteria for defining these classes and the justification for these cate

gories is discussed in detail in the next two sections. It may be noted that in ac

counting for these linguistic competencies from Substitution and Omission forms, 

the Additions were excluded because there was no frame of reference for these ad

ditions uttered by the child. They were additional forms and thus sometimes had 

grammatical categories other than those being elicited by the test. 

3.11 Criteria for defining systematic and nonsystematic errors 

Rather than account for all of the obtained utterances, it was necessary t.o 

establish criteria for 'well-formedness.' An attempt was made to determine regular

ities of performance that could be used as evidence for inferring the most productive 

and stable components of underlying competence. This involved defining a stan

dard of productivity and accounting for those structures that were productive in 

the child's linguistic system at the time of testing. 

Productivity of a structure was judged on the basis of its use in the corpus 

with different formatives in different situations, and the frequency and consistency 

with which it was llsed in linguistic and non-linguistic cont.exts where it had oc

curred before and might occur. 

Generally, a structure was considered "rare" if it occuredlcss than 30% times 

in the corpus of a speech sample, "marginal" if it occmed fewer than 50% (30% 

to 49%) times with different formatives in different situations, and was considered 

"productive / systematic" if it occured 50% times or more. The use of the term 

"systematic diversion" implied that there were also errors which were random. The 

opposition between systematic and non-systematic diversions is important. vVe are 

aware that in normal adult speech in our native language we are continually com

mitting errors of one sort or another. These are due to memory lapses, physical 

state such as tiredness, and psychological conditions such as strong emotion. " 

A record of natural speech will show numerous false starts, deviations from rules, 

changes of plan in mid-course, and so on. One speaks of primary linguistic data as 
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"fairly degenerate in quality" (Chomsky 1065:31). While 'performance' is some

thing of a residual category for the theory, clearly its most salient connotation is 

that of imperfect manifestation of an underlying system. These errors in perfor

mance do not necessarily reflect a defect in our knowledge of our own language. 

We, as adults are immediately aware of them when they occur and can correct 

them with more or less complete assurance (Hymes, 1971 : 272). These are non

systematic errors. 

We must therefore make a distinction between those deviations which are 

the product of such chance circumstances and those which reveal an individual's 

underlying knowledge of the language to date, or, as we may call it, "transitional 

competence". Children who show consistent accuracy in their performance with 

regard to a specific grammatical form may be assumed to have generalized a stan

dardrule at the deeper level of competence. These deviations in performance will 

characteristically be unsystematic and the errors of competence, systematic. It 

will be useful therefore hereafter to refer to errors of the learner from which we 

are able to reconstruct his knowledge of the language to date, i.e., his transitional 

competence as systematic OR. 

However, it is important to keep in mind that not all diversions are errors. 

They are referred to as diversions because they are different from what was the 

expected response in the test. 

Reasons for Unique occurrences 

The rare or unique occurrances of certain deviations could be due to different 

factors. According to Bloom (1970:17), "First, the factors of 'memory limit.at.ions, 

distractions, shifts of att.ention and interest, and errors, which interact with the 

competence of the adult speaker and so affect his performance (Chomsky, 1965, 

p3), also afrect the performance of the child, whose competence is presumably 

more tenuous than the well-learned, automatically operating system of the adult. 

There is strong evidence that the child's language is systematic, but the system is 

in a state of flux, and violations occur." 
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Second, the isolated or occasional occurrence of a structure is not sufficient 

evidence for crediting the child with the pertinent rule-operating behavior. In this 

respect, children's performance often belies competence. 

Justification for the Criteria 

The division of percentages or the cut-off points was based on the following 

reasomng. The three classes - productive, marginal and rare, were given an 

appropriate score in accordance with operational definition as discussed earlier. 

One of the important criterion included as part of the operational definition was 

how consistently the child repeats a deviation of a specific grammatical category. 

Thus, if a child deviates on a specific grammatical category more than 50% of the 

time, i.e., more often than not, then it can be interpreted as a systematic deviation, 

and thus a part of the child's own concept of grammar. Therefore, all occurances of 

that deviation are given the highest score unconditionally. However, the boundary 

of 50% is not as rigid as it seems, because if the child makes the deviation less 

than 50% of the time, then additional information based on operational definition 

is utilized in deciding acceptability for that deviation. Thus the child can still get 

full credit if he/she satisfies the other criterion which is more subjective than the 

clear cut percentage classification". 

3.12 Grammatical Categories in Children's Language 

Most of the grammatical categories were taken straight from the test because 

those were being elicited in the target responses. Some of these categories were 

then broken down into sub categories for the purpose of an in depth analysis of 

children's grammatical development and for finding out their productive language 

patterns which deviated from the adult grammatical model. 

In order to account for the syntactic component of the child's grammar, 

it was necessary (1) to identify the major grammatical cat.egories, and (2) to de

termine the criteria with respect to which items in the lexicon were marked as 

members of major categories. 



Rationale for Defining Categories 

Traditionally there are two ways of analyzing a sentence: 

(1) Syntagmatic, functional or relational 

(2) Categorial or paradigmatic analysis 
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(1) labels the constituents of the sentence according to their relations with the 

other constituents. It distinguishes such positions, or relational constituents, as 

subject, main verb, object, indirect object, etc. The relational constituents do not 

playa major role in Chomsky's generative grammar. 

On the other hand, (2) i.e., Categorial Analysis, classifies the constituent parts 

of the sentence according to the class-membership of some of their constituents 

as noun phrase, verb phrase, etc. and which classify the lexical items which oc

cur into rough classes such as Nouns, Verbs, Adjectives, Prepositions, etc. Since 

we are using a transformational generative model to classify each deviation as a 

substitution, omission, transposition or addition, we will use categorial analysis to 

parse the sentence. 

The following definitions or descriptions of the grammatical categories are 

in view of only English language. 

Pronouns 

Pronouns share several characteristics, most of which are ahsent from n011ns. 

As their name implies, they 'replace' nouns, or rather whole noun phrases, since 

they cannot generally occur with determiners such as the definite article or pre

modification . 

• Pronouns constitute a closed system, whereas nouns form an open class . 

• Pronouns have morphological characteristics that nouns do not have snch as 

case contrast (l/Me; He/Him); Person distinction (l/You/He); overt gender 

contrast (He/She). 
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Subclass of Pronouns 

The class of "pronouns" includes a number of heterogenous items, all of 

which do not share the characteristic features which single out the pronoun class 

from the noun class. For example, 'somebody' has no person-distinction (no first 

and second person); no subjective/objective case contrast; and no overt gender

contrast for person (masculine/feminine). Personal, Possessive, and Reflexive pro

nouns may be called the "central" pronouns, since they share characteristics of 

pronouns (Quirk,et al 1972: 206). For the purpose of Morphemic Analysis, we 

considered central pronouns - personal and possessives. Reflexives were excluded 

because they were not elicited in the test. However, Demonstratives also were 

added to our classification because there were about 40among the total elicited by 

the test. 

Wh-Questions 

Wh-questions are formed with the aid of one of the following simple inter

rogative words: who, where, what, how many. The \Vh-word comes first in the 

sentence. 

Nouns 

There are number of ways in which nouns can be classifiefl. For the purpose 

of our study we considered "case" as the criterion for classification because case is a 

grammatical category t.hat can express a number of difFerent relationships between 

nominal elements to examine the morphological and syntactic development of the 

child's language which is the focus of our analysis. English nouns have a two-case 

system: the unmarked Common Case and the marked Genetive Case. The common 

case is replaced by Subjective and Objective case. (1) the number system which 

has two terms, singular and plural and (2) genitives - which expresses possession. 

Both, the plural and the genitive nouns are marked by bound morphemes which 

are morphological features that can be analysed in the \\Torel-Analysis IVlethocl. 
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Quantifiers 

Ordinals: Ordinals include the ordinal numbers (first, second .. ) as well 

as other, another, etc. These words are post determiners, i.e., they must follow 

determiners in noun-phrase structure. Cardinal numbers: These are "one" (with 

singular count nouns) and "two" or "three" etc. (with plural count nouns). 

Verbs 

The normal English verb has five forms: the Base, the -s Form, the Past, 

the -ing participle and the -ed participle. The test elicited three of these four 

forms - the Base, the Past, and the -ing participle. There were 42 occurences of 

past tense forms out of 54 total occurrences of verbs. The past form of the verbs 

included regular lexical verbs with the -ed form and the irregular verbs which do 

not have the predictable -ed inflection. The two types of irregular verbs were (1) 

with the change of the base vowel (run - ran), and (2) where the hase vowel remains 

unchanged (put - put). 

Aspect: Aspect refers to the manner in which the verb action is regarded or expe

rienced. The test elicited "present progressive" aspect of the verbs (is sleeping). 

Copula: The typical form of copula is verb 'be'. The copula or linking verb has 

little meaning of itself but functions as a link between the complement and the 

subject. The two forms of copula used in the test were singular 'is' and the plural 

'are' forms. 

Adjectives: Four features are generally considered t.o he eharnctcristies of adjec

tives. They arc: 

1. They can freely occur in attributive position (premodifying a noun), ego The 

HAPPY children. 

2. They can freely occur in predicative position as subject. complement, ego 

The man seemed OLD. 

3. They can be premodified by the intensifiers, eg;. The children arc VERY 

sad. 
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4. They can take comparative and superlative forms. 

There are also examples of overlapping between the adjective class and the 

other word classes, like adverbs, nouns and participles. 

Adjectivial Phrase (AP): When adjectives serve as heads of noun phrases. These 

adjectives must take a definite determiner. ego THE RED TABLE. 

Prepositional Phrase (PP): A PP consisted of a preposition followed by a 

noun phrase. ego ON THE TABLE. 

NEGATION (NEG): The negation of a simple sentence is accomplished by insert

ing the word 'not' between the operator and the predication. "operator" here refers 

to the first auxiliary verb BE, ego I am NOT thirsty. 

3.13 Procedure III 

General Procedure For Analyzing Each Observed Response 

At the heart of OR-Analysis are questions that are asked about each OR 

and about patterns of OR in relation to each other. This procedure applies a.t 

both lexical as well as sentence level. At the lexical level each OR was analyzed 

individually. Whereas at the setence level, the complete sentence uttered by the 

child was considered for analysis. 

See Appendix VII : Acceptability Form 

Syntactic Acceptability 

Syntactic acceptability was concerned with the degree to which the speaker 

produces acceptable grammatical structures. Syntactic acceptability focused 011 the 

success with which t.he speaker produced meaning within an acceptable structure. 

Syntactic Acceptability = Y 
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Condition (1) The deviation occnrs in a strnct1lre (OR) that is completely syn

tactically acceptable within the sentence and within the context of the act in the 

learner's dialect. We examine complete OR (not ER): 

For instance, in sentence 48, Jeany says: 

OR: Mommy poured the cup and drinking. 

ER: Mommy poured coffee in Daddy's cup. 

In her OR, she substitutes, [THE CUP] for "coffee" which is syntactically 

acceptable because her OR consists of two propositions since she used a conjunction 

in the sentence. So even though the whole sentence is not syntactically acceptable, 

the first deviation is syntactically acceptable within the clause "Mommy poured 

the cup". Similarly, [DRINKING] is syntactically acceptable within the second 

proposition even though the entire sentence is not acceptable syntactically. 

Condition (2): 

• If the learner's syntactic dialect permits the str1tct1lre. The syntactic dialect 

was determined from Appendix VIII: Grammatica.l Level Form 

• If the child omits a specific grammll,tical categ07'y (or morpheme) or s1/,bsti

tntes a different grammatical category for the target w01'd or tmnsposes it 

50% or more of the time then the child is given c7'cdit for tha.t cntego1'Y by 

treating it as a. synta.ctica.lly accepta.ble OCCU1'rence. 

For instance: .leany consistently omitted the plural form of the nouns in the 

test. Appendix VIII shows that she omitted the plural bound morpheme 52.9% of 

the time. Since this percentage is over 50, she probably has not yet fully developed 

the plural marker in her transitional grammar and thus in her idiolect, the plural 

marker is still a null morpheme. e.g., # OR 24, she says "GIRL" for "GIRLS" which 

would be marked as syntactically acceptable within .Teany's transitional grammar 

given condition (2) . .Teany's idiolect also shows that with the irregular past tense 

forms of verbs she had consistent trouble. Out of 12 times, she deviated 10 times, 

thus 88.33% of the times she deviated. On the whole she deviated 16 out of 42 

times for past form of the verbs that is 38%. Hence n.cceptability is marked ns 
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"P" (Partial for Syntactic and Semantic categories as the percentage is between 

30%-49%). 

e.g., # 20 OR : 'WHO FALL? 

ER : Who fell? 

Her response would be marked as acceptable. 

Syntactic Acceptability = Partial (P) - If the deviation occurs in a structure 

that is either syntactically acceptable with the first part of the sentence or is 

syntactically acceptable with the last part of the sentence. 

# 2 OR : THAT IS ANOTHER 

ER : That is a boy 

Here, she substitutes [a] with [ANOTHER] and omits [boy]. Thus, her 

substitution [ANOTHER] is considered partial because it is syntactically acceptable 

with the first half of the sentence. Her omission of [boy] is considered partial since 

it is acceptable with the first part of the sentence. 

Syntactic Acceptability = P 

• The deviation occurs in a sentence that is not syntactically acceptahle. 

# 3 OR : ANOTHER ANOTHER BOY 

ER : That is another boy 

Here, the addition of the quantifier [ANOTHER] is an unacceptable clevia-

tion. 

Semantic Acceptability 

Here the question to ask is does the deviation occur in a structure t.hat is 

semantically acceptable in the speaker's dialect? 

Y = The deviation occurs in a structure that is semantically acceptable 

within the sentence and within the context of the activity. 

For instance, in # SS: 
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ER: He dropped it. 

OR: THE BOY IS DROPPING THE BOX. 

Here, Jeany substituted the pronoun [he] with [The boy] and [it] with [the 

box] which is semantically acceptable in the context. Thus these substitutions will 

be cosidered semantically acceptable. However, substitution of the aspect marker 

I-ingl for pas tense marker I-edl in the verb would depend on Jeany's systematic 

level of production for deviating on pastense morpheme overall in the test. 

P = The deviation occurs in a structure that is semantically acceptable with 

either the first part of the sentence or the last part of the sentence. 

For instance, in sentence number 9: 

ER: That boy turned around. 

OR: That boy not jumping. 

Jeany deleted [turned] and [around] from the target response and instead 

added [not] and [jumping] in her OR. Here, Jeany's response is partially acceptable 

because (syntactically and semantically) she omitted the copula from her response. 

Her grammatical development showed that she deviated on copula usage less than 

30 percent of the times. Thus it was not included in her grammatical development 

and she was not given any credit for it. 

N = The deviation occurs in a sentence that is not semantically acceptable. 

Following Miscue Analysis patterns, semantic acceptability depends on syntactic 

acceptability. Therefore, if the OR is syntactically unacceptable (N), the OR is 

considered semantically unacceptable too and is coded (N). If the OR is syntacti

cally partially acceptable, the OR may be semantically llnacceptale (N) or partially 

acceptable (P). If OR is syntactically acceptable (Y). then the OR can be coded 

for semantic acceptability - either Y, P, or N. 

Meaning Change 

Does the deviation result in a change of meaning'? This question is asked 

only if the deviations are both syntactically and semantically acceptable. 



N = Within the context of the activity no change in meaning is involved. 

P = There is inconsistency, loss, or meaning change of a minor idea or concept. 

Y = There is inconsistency, loss, or meaning change of a major idea or concept. 

Contextual Appropriateness 
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Acceptability of a sentence was considered within the context of the situa

tion. The "situation" was the test activity as described in the test manual. The 

speaker used language as an instrument of communication in a context to express 

meanings. 

This involves communicative effect taxonomy which includes judgements 

about the comprehensibility of sentences with different type of errors. Apparently, 

errors that significantly hinder communication are either semantic in nature or 

involve word order or connectors. However, in the sentence "Mommy not here", 

communication is not impeded even though the auxiliary verb is missing. 

Each OR and sentence was considered in the context of the test situation, 

within the description of each activity as described in the test. The focus here 

was on "appropriate" meaning only, with "appropriate" implying if the uttered 

response could be a possibility given the activity. 

See Appendix VII : Acceptability Form 

3.14 Summary 

To recapitulate the methodology, the main procedures are snmmarized here. 

The ORA occurs in two stages. First, it assesses the total frequency of occurrence 

of each grammatical category that is elicited by the test in child's responses. If 

the child's response is different from the target response (Expected Response) of 

the test, then the response is considered a deviation and is called an Observed 

Response (OR). The percentage of deviations for each grammatical category pro

vides an overall picture of a child's specific performance in the test. Second, ORA 

then qualitatively analyses each observed response for its synta.ctic, semantic and 
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contextual acceptability within the learner's transitional but productive rules of 

language. 

3.15 Data Collection and Analysis 

Childrens' responses on the test were marked on the transcription sheets. 

Only those responses were marked which deviated from the expected responses of 

the test (observed response). These responses were then analyzed for each individ

ual child using several procedures. First, the transformational analysis was done 

to classify all the observed responses into substitution, omission, transposition or 

addition categories (Appendix III : Procedure I). This was done at both, lexical 

as 'well as phrasal level. These responses were then analyzed for their grammati

cal categories, for substitutions and omissions (Appendix IV and V Substitution 

and Omission respectively). If the substitutions were within the same grammatical 

category such as [IN] for [ON], the prepositional category remains the same, the 

substitutions were then marked for no change in grammatical category. The devi

ations on each grammatical category for substitution, omission and transposition 

was then added up to obtain the percentages. These percentages were used to 

determine the productive deviations (50% +) or marginal (30%-49%) (Appendix 

VIII: Grammatical Level Form). Those grammatical categories were considered 

for this purpose which occurred at least 10 times or more in the test, to avoid 

occurrence by chance. As discussed earlier, the productive rules were based on 

the grammatical category of observed responses which occurred at least 50% or 

more times. Those which occurred between 30%-49% were considered marginal. 

The individual analysis of each child's test-transcripts resulted in formalizing their 

systematic deviations as productive rules of performance for that particular child. 

The observed responses were then analysed for syntactic, semantic and con

textual acceptance giving the child credit for his / her grammatical level of perfor

mance (Appendix VIII: Grammtical Level Form). 

The methodology discussed could be schematically represented as in figure 

4: 
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[Figure 4] 

3.16 Procedures in Ascertaining Reliability of the Scoring System 

Briefing 

In order to ensure the reliability of the scoring criterion, another graduate 

student was asked to assist in rating a considerable segment of one child's protocol. 

The Protocol of the child was randomly selected for this purpose. From this proto

col, the last twentysix sentences were reviewed by the rater for reliability. The rater 

was first briefed on the global aspects of the research project and specific research 

questions. Following this a practice session was held with the rater in which oral 

instructions were given. 

First the rater was briefed on Procedure I which deals with the four trans

formations involved in classifying the Observed Responses of the children. These 

were Substitution, Omission, Transposition and Addition. Each of these transfor

mations was defined and exemplified in the handout given to the rater. Once these 

categories were explained, the rater (together with the researcher) went over the 

first eighteen sentences of the protocol and classified each Observed Response of 

the child into its appropriate category. The doubts were clarified and discussed to 

arrive at consensus. 

Once Procedure I was agreed upon, Procedure II was discussed. The exam

ples selected to explain the criterion were different from those selected for the relia

bility check. After the rater read the instructions, he practiced with the researcher 

and marked the examples. Questions which arose in deciding the categorization of 

Observed Responses were discussed and resolved at that time. 

Reliability Check 

The rater then worked independently and marked the Observed Responses 

for the selected twentysix sentences from the protocol. First the rater simply filled 
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in the OR and ER categories of Procedure III. The rater and t.he researcher then 

matched each of these columns to make sure that they would be rating the same 

responses for syntactic, semantic, meaning change and contextually appropriate 

categories. The rater then worked independently and marked the responses as he 

considered appropriate for each of the category. 

Reliability Percentage 

Agreement between rater and researcher for the twentysix sentences was 

determined as the ratio (Lewin 1947): 

N umberofAgreements 

N umberofAgreements + N umberofDisagreements 

The overall agreement was found to be 86.5%. The individual agreement 

for the four different categories is shown in table 5. 

TABLE 5 

Inter-Rater Reliability Agreement on Individual Categories 

Category % agreement 
between two raters 

Syntactic 96 
Semantic 92 

Meaning Change 61.6 
Contextually Appropriate 96 

Total 86.5 

It was interesting to note that three out of four categories had high percent

age of agreement whereas one of the categories (Meaning Change) had compara

tively very low agreement. During the discussion for the respective markings of the 

raters, the reason for these discrepancies came to light. The Meaning Change Cat

egory focuses on the comparison between the OR and the ER in the entire sentence 
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and the activity. The rater had not viewed the videotape of administration of the 

test. Unlike Miscue Analysis where this category is assessed within the context of 

the entire story, the rater had to assess it within the context of the activity. This 

lead to the modification of the explanation and definition of this category. Without 

changing the substance of the definitions, explanations have slightly been refined 

and cover any aspects which caused ambiguity during the rating session. Thus this 

procedure would yield consistent results if used again by different raters. 
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PART TWO 

3.17 CASE STUDIES 

Three children Jeany, Joel and Ronnie were individually administered the 

GAEL test in their schools by the school teacher / speech pathologist for approx

imately one hour and 30 minutes each, over three separate sessions. The test was 

videotaped for these three children. The language data obtained from the video

tape was transcribed line-by-line paying special attention to instances where the 

child's responses were meaningful even though they deviated from the expected re

sponses of the test. Each of these instances will be listed, discussed and explained 

according to current theories in linguisitcs and child language acquisition. 

The following are examples from Jeany's transcript of the type of descrip

tion and analysis carried out in the case studies. This was clone to confirm or 

substantiate the da.ta from the ORA. 

Following are some chunks of discourse that occurred between the child 

(Jeany) and the examiner during the testing situation in the sample study. These 

instances are mentioned here to illustrate the type of analysis that will be done 

with the language data. In the following case, the specific activity was a guessing 

game in which the child puts the dog on a bed or a chair behind the sereen. The 

examiner tries to guess where the dog is. 

T = Tester 

(Child puts the dog somewhere) 

T: Put the dog somewhere else. 

T: Is he in the baby's bed? 

J eany: He was 

T: Is he in the baby's bed now? 



Jeany: (nods her head to indicate "no") 

T: Tell me, NO 

Jeany: NO 

T: He is not in the baby's bed. 

J eany: (no response) 

T: say, NO, he is not in the baby's bed. 

Jeany: Not in the baby's bed. 

T: Is the dog in the boy's bed? 

(nods her head to indicate 'no'). 

T: Tell me. 

Jeany: NO 

T: No, the dog is not in the boy's 

Jeany: (no response) 

T: Your turn, tell me, the dog is not in the boy's bed. 

Jeany: No, the dog is not in the boy's bed. 

T: Is the dog in the baby's chair? 

Jeany: (nods her head to indicate 'no') 

T: Tell me. 

Jeany: NO 

T: Tell me, the dog is not in the baby's chair. 

Jeany: The dog is not in baby's chair. 
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In the above discourse, Jeany's one word response [NO] is sufficient in the 

context. However, the test demands for an elaborate answer and thus the tester 

had to ask her to elaborate the response. It is interesting to not.e that Jeany was 

consistent in her monosyllabic responses [NO] or gestural nods indicating negation 

and each time she says [NO], she is asked to elaborate it. 

Although Jeany imitates the expanded response of the tester correctly once, 

she omits it again. It indicates that the child's linguistic system takes precedence 

over another's system. Also, it has puzzled teachers how a speaker can know 
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something in one context but not know it in another context. Such confusion 

comes from the belief that speaking is word recall. 

In the activity above, Jeany's nod was as acceptable as any other grammat

ical sentence. This example raises some pertinent issues which will be discussed 

below: 

(1) In a shared context, a lot of information is obvious and becomes redundant. 

Jeany's one word responses [NO] followed all the conversational norms of 

what Grice (1975) calls "principles of conversational implicatures" which 

are: 

Quantity: Make your information as informative as is required for the current pur

pose of exchange. Do not make your contribution more informative than is 

required. 

Quality: Try to make your conversation one that is true. 

Relation: Be relevant 

Manner: avoid obscurity of expression 

avoid ambiguity 

be brief 

be orderly 

When anyone of these maxims is flouted conversational implicature is gen

erated. Jeany's monosyllabic response was in agreement with these principles as 

it provided the information for the question, it was a 'tnte' response which was 

relevant and brief. 

(2) Mere repetition of a response (an imitated response) is not incorporated at 

the level of the competence, thus it is not transferred to another situation, 

even though the situation is identical as the previous one. Thus she was 

asked to elaborate her responses each time even though the events involved 

similar situations. Her elaborate responses were more of "superficial display 

of behavior" than observable linguistic performance as child's linguistic sys

tem takes precedence over another system. 
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(3) Jeany's response [NO] rather than [NOT] indicates her subconscious linguis

tic awareness of knowledge that [NO] is an independent morpheme, as are 

all the question morphemes, whereas the morpheme [NOT] is not indepen

dent. It is only when the negative morpheme is embedded in the sentence 

with auxiliary or modal that [NOT] appears. Thus she didn't use the word 

[NOT] instead of [NO]. 

Similar pattern of discourse occurs at other points in the recorded transcript. 

For instance, in the following case, Jeany omits the adjective in her response which 

was already made explicit in the preceding discourse: 

T: Which bed is this"? 

Child: big one. 

T: The big bed. 

(The examiner then makes mommy and daddy push the bed) 

T: What happened? 

Child: Mommy daddy push the bed. 

T: Mommy and daddy pushed the big bed. 

Child: Mommy daddy push the big bed. 

Here, in the final response, the use of adjective [big] is redundant and it 

violates Grice's maxims of Quantity and Manner which state that "don't make 

your contribution more informative than is needed" and that "be brief'. Thus 

a response with no overt mention of attributes would have been acceptable in a 

normal situation. 

Textually, information chunks are the result of deleting parts of sentences. 

They are often referred to as ellipses. What is deleted is usually information which 

is given, that is, information previously mentioned in the text or presupposed as 

common knowledge. What is left is new, focused information, or at least what is 

meant to be interpreted as new information; and therefore faetnal and credible. 

This will be examined in chapter 4 in the framework of "given-new information" 

model of Halliday. 
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Towards the end of the test, the activities include telling stories. First, the 

examiner tells a story, showing the pictures one at a time. The child is expected 

to repeat the story as the examiner shows the pictures again. 

(Examiner tells the story of aboy getting dressed. Shows the pictures one at a time 

and then the child tells the story looking at the pictures next time) 

Child : He is get ting his shirt on. 

T: The boy is putting on his shirt. Child: The boy is putting on his shirt. 

(In another story, the following exchange occurs) 

Child: The girl is getting her pajamas on. 

T: She is getting her, she is putting on her pajamas. 

Child: She is putting her pajamas on. 

Here, the child's responses show particle movement in the sentences. 

\iVhereas the target sentences of the tester contain the verb and particle together. 

By correcting a correct response, one sends an indirect signal to the speaker that the 

ut.tered response was unacceptable. Even in her imitated responses to the tester 

Jeany uses the split particle const.ruction ("putting her pajamas on") as before. 

She does not put the particle with the verb ("putting on") like the tester. This 

again reflects the power of one's competence over performance and one's linguistic 

syst.em over another. 

In most particle constructions, one has the option of applying the Particle 

Movement Transformation, as in 

Put on the hat. 

Put the hat on. 

Particle Movement Transformation states (Akmajian, et al1079: 158) 

"Given a verb-particle construction, the particle may be shifted away from 

the verb, and moved to the immediate right of the object noun phrase." 
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This transformation applies to the base structure as in sentence (1) above 

and results in the derived structure (2) which is called the surface structure of the 

sentence. Jeany's response is a result of application of this transformation to the 

underlying structure. 

By deriving these two sentences one claims that verb and it's particle are 

in fact contiguous and form a single constituent. The only instances where this 

transformation is obligatory is with Pronoun Objects: "put it on" and not "put on 

it." Thus Jeany's response shows a valid application of a linguistic transformation. 

Summary 

All of the above language analysis will contribute to (1) a discussion of the 

ten children's developing grammar and (2) an examination of the test itself and 

(3) a discussion of insights about the relationship of competence to performance in 

spoken language in chapters 4 and 5. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the results of the study. The 

presentation of the results is organised according to the type of data. The two 

types of data considered were: (1) group data and (2) case study data. The results 

will be presented in response to the specific questions adressed within each data 

type. 

The Group Data consisted of transcription sheets of all the ten children in 

the study. The transcription sheets were part of the test (Grammatical Analysis of 

Elicited Language) kit. The test administrator or a graduate assistant transcribed 

the child's responses on these sheets. The transcription sheets had two components: 

prompted and imitated responses. The analysis for the group study is based on 

the prompted component of the test. 

The Case Study Data consisted of three children's videotapes of test admin

istration. These three videotapes were transcribed. Each tape was about an hour 

and thirty minutes long. The videos were first audiotaped and then transcribed 

verbatim. Most utterances were clear and could be transcribed from the tape, 

although there were a few instances where the language exchanges were indeter

minable. 

Data for the first four questions were analyzed across all the ten children, 

whereas that for question 5 primarily focussed on the three children's video tran

scriptions. 

The response to each question follows a similar format: importance of the 

question, data presentation, data analysis, interpretation of the data and discus-

slon. 
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4.1 Research Question 1 

How did the children perform in terms of the grammatical categories of the 

test on which they did not deviate? 

Although the main focus of the study was to examine unexpected responses 

(Observed responses) of children on the language test (Grammatical Analysis of 

Elicited Language), it was equally important to know what were their expected 

responses (undeviated). This was important for two reasons: 

(1) For the positive portrayal of the linguistic system within which children were 

operating to meet the expected criteria of the test. Note, it does not imply 

that observed responses project a negative portrayal of the child: rather, 

the observed and expected responses are two different outcomes of the same 

linguistic system within which the child functions. 

(2) For a better understanding of the developmental stages of children's oral 

language competencies, i.e., morphemes on which children had full control 

and those with which children had some difficulty. 

Data Presentation 

In order to determine expected responses for each child, we subtracted the 

number of deviated responses were subtracted from the total expected responses for 

each grammatical category. This provided the exact number of instances on which 

the children matched the expected responses. The comparisons were based on 

relating the total number of occurrences of the various types of observed responses 

(deviations) to the total number of expected responses (test target words). The 

following table 6 shows all of the grammatical categories which were considered 

(15 or more occurrences in the test). As discussed earlier (chapter 3), only the 

categories are considered which occurred more than fifteen times in the test in 

order to avoid deviations by chance. 



Table 6 

Productive and Non-Productive Grammatical Categories of 

Expected Responses for Each Child 

Name ED KP JM AC PH RE JE WL RK TG 

Grammatical Cat 
Personal Pronoun + + + + + + + + + 

Demonstrative Pronoun + + + + + + + + + 
Noun (sing) + + + + + + + + + 

Adjective + + + + + + + + + 
Preposition + + + + + + + + + 

Question Word + + + + + + + + + 
Noun Phrase + + + + + + + + + 

Adjectivial Phrase + + + + + + + + + 
Determiner + + + + + + + - + 
Prep Phrase + + + + + + + + + 

Quantifier + + + + + + + + + 
Noun (plural) + + - + + + + + + 

Copula (singular) + - + + + + + + + 
Verb (past tense) + + + + + + - - -

Productive deviations = 50% + 
[+] = More than 50% occurrences of the respective category 

[-] = Less than 50% occurrences of the respective category 

+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 
-
-
-
-
-

Total 

10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
9 
9 
9 
8 
8 
6 
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The percentages for [+] and [-] were decided based on children's tendency 

towards these numbers. 

Interpretation 

Table 6 suggests that for their personal language usage of these categories, 

children have formed some kind of a productive rule in their developing grammar. 

The grammatical category on which maximum children produced less than 50% 
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expected utterances, was the pastense morpheme. Four children (JE, WL, RK, 

TG) showed no productive performance on pas tense morphemes. There were two 

children (KP, TG) whose productions of the singular form of verb BE (copula) 

occurred less than 50% of the time the plural marker for nouns also showed two 

children (KP and JM) who had less than 50% occurrences of expected responses. 

There was one child each with less than 50% occurrences for the grammatical 

categories of 'determiner', 'prepositional', phrase and 'quantifier'. These categories 

can be summarized in order of prominence among these ten children: 

(1) pastense marker 

(2) copula singular 

(3) noun plural marker 

( 4) quantifier 

(5) determiner 

(6) prepositional phrase 

In terms of gross percentages, functors seem to enter child speech by a 

long gradual process. However, these gross percentages sum across a number of 

very different grammatical features: pastense, plural marker, copula (singular), 

quantifier, determiner, and so forth. Each of these has an individual course of 

development, and at any given point of time there is great variation among them 

in the levels attained by individual children. 

All of the ten children showed productive levels of performance on the ex

pected grammatical categories such as 'personal pronoun', 'demonstrative pro

noun', 'noun', 'adjective', 'preposition', 'question word', 'noun phrase' and 'ad

jectival phrase'. Most of these categories are considered 'contentives' which are 

essential constituents of Brown's 'telegraphic speech' notion. Thus meaning seems 

to take precedence over syntactic function of the morphemes. 

Discussion 

The language tests are designed to measure whether the learner knows a 

particular category of the language and whether he can perform a particular process 
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in the target language. These tests are not devised to ask the question: what does 

the learner know? What are the language rules he is using and the systems and 

categories he is working with? To know that the learner can or cannot perform some 

linguistic operation may be useful for assessment or placement, but for descriptive 

purposes, one would need to know what actual rules he uses. Of course, we may 

sometimes be able to infer something about his systems incidentally, from test data, 

but that is not what the tests are devised to reveal. 

However, like most tests of language proficiency, the GAEL test's interpre

tation is based simply on the number of incorrect responses. To obtain a more 

balanced perspective, the "errors" children make on these tests should be related 

not only to the total number of incorrect responses but also to what they expressed 

correctly. The above analysis showed that it is as important to know what these 

children did on the test as what they did not do according to the test to examine 

children's developing language competencies. 

A more productive level of performance by all the ten children on the "con

tentives" than on the "functors" was indicative of the role of semantics in grammat

ical development of "conventional language rules". The meaning took precedence 

over syntactic function of the morphemes. 

There is a great variation in the usage of these grammatical morphemes 

as will be evidenced from the analysis of observed responses of these children in 

the following section. The children also deviated consistently within these same 

categories for which they had shown a productive level of expected responses. 

For instance, Brad had 50% expected responses and 50% observed responses for 

demonstrative pronouns. This indicates that he was consistently inconsistent in his 

usage demonstratives throughout the test. For other categories too, these children 

showed only marginal levels (30%-49%). For instance, Jeany met the expected 

responses of the test 41% of the time for grammatical category of Noun (plural). 

The variation in usage of these grammatical categories in children's speech confirms 

Brown's (1973:78) notion that at any given point of time there is great variation 

among grammatical features in children's speech. 
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This inconsistency in language use stems from the transitional nature of 

grammar which the learner is using. It has puzzled teachers for a long time how 

a speaker can know something in one context but not know it in another context. 

Such confusion comes from the belief that speaking is word recall. On the contrary 

words in different syntactic and semantic contexts become different entities for 

speakers. Thus the responses are consistently inconsistent. This mirrors adult 

speech which also shows variations, although these variations are attributes to 

false starts, foregetfulness, etc rather than developing grammars. 

4.2 Research Question 2 

According to the criteria (ORA) developed, what were the productive rules 

of deviations for individual children at the time of the test? What were some of 

the systematic regularities in each child's responses? 

This question was primarily asked to validate each individual child's dialect, 

i.e., their systematic level of performance on different grammatical categories of the 

test. As a result, children were given credit for acceptability for consistent devi

ations in analyses of their observed responses using Observed Response Analysis 

(ORA). 

Rationale for using ORA 

ORA was used to explain the speaker's use of language and their psycholog

ical nature of language development. Once educators allow their understandings 

to be informed by students' diversions, new concerns about language and language 

use must be addressed. For example, when Jeany substitutes [WHICH] for 'what' 

in two out of three instances in the test or [GETTING] for 'putting', it becomes ob

vious that she substitutes one for the other in some grammatical settings, and not 

others, and that she substitutes when there are some relationships being expressed, 

but not others. Through such analysis, one learns a great deal about language and 

how users use it. In addition, the ORA supplies more information about a single 

language user as we will see in the next section in response to question three. 
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ORA is based on theoretical notions that are informed by linguistic, psy

cholinguistic and sociolinguistic knowledge. It analyses Observed Responses at 

various lexical, phrasal, and sentential levels. This provides information about 

children's use of language at different linguistic levels. The child's dialect is taken 

into consideration by the methodology developed. For example, if a child spoke 

Black English and consistently omitted the verb BE in his responses, then this 

productive rule of the child's dialect is taken into consideration in analyzing the 

acceptability of his/her test responses. This procedure thus validates a child's 

dialect in analyzing the data. 

Results 

In terms of total number of deviations on the test transcripts, different 

children showed varied number of deviations within each of the four categories for 

which they were marked (Substitution, Omission, Transposition and Addition) as 

shown below in (Table 7). 

Eight out of ten children showed occurrence of more omissions than sub

stitutions. The number of omissions far exceeded the number of substitutions in 

most cases. The occurrence of transpositions were the least. Two out of ten chil

dren showed no transpositions. The maximum number of transpositions was four. 

These results are different from the studies of miscue analysis where readers show 

more substitutions than omissions. 



TABLE 7 

Total number of deviations within each category of 

Substitution, Omission, Transposition and Addition 

Child's Name Substitution Omission Transposition Addition Total 

TG 21 178 2 8 209 
KP 64 102 2 13 181 
RK 45 99 0 19 163 
BD 79 46 3 31 159 
JE 39 66 2 44 151 
WL 53 72 1 19 145 
JM 55 67 2 18 142 
PH 55 64 4 8 131 
RE 41 34 3 11 89 
AC 28 44 0 9 81 

Discussion 
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As observed above, there were more omissions than substitutions. A possible 

explanation could be that either there was redundancy in the expected responses 

so the omissions reduced the redundancy or the minimization of the content of test 

activity. The former possibility is substantiated in response to question 4, where 

children's responses show omission of certain grammatical categories. Also, the 

sentences were really short. 

Interestingly for seven children, approximately 50% of the substitutions were 

grammatically identical with the grammatical category of the expected response. 

This is particularly true for prepositions. All occurrences of prepositions in the 

Substitution form (Appendix IV) were substituted by other prepositions, unlike 

any other functor. This was an interesting observation because prepositions are 
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considered as contributing more meaning to the sentence than other functors. As 

Owens (1984:268) states, "errors in choice of functor are always within the given 

functor class and subcategory" (Slobin 1978:427). 

Although the child may confuse different words within a word class, such as 

prepositions, he rarely confuses words from different classes. Hence, an inappro

priate preposition may be used but it will not be confused with a pronoun. For 

example, a child might say "Kerry is going at school" when she meant "to school" . 

She is unlikely to say "Kerry is going when school" since when is not a preposition. 

Also, prepositions figure in basic syntactic and semantic relations. They are full 

syllables and can take heavy stress. 

Productive and Marginal Levels of perfonnance 

Children showed varied systematic deviations in terms of different grammat

ical categories for their Productive and Marginal Levels of performance as shown 

in table 8. 

The table shows the productive and marginal levels of the elicited categories 

for each of the ten children. The categories considered are the ones which occurred 

more than ten times in the test in order to avoid deviations by chance. The most 

frequent morphological category deviation among all the children was the plural 

form of verb 'be'. Nine out of the ten children deviated on this category with eight 

children showing the 50% or more productive level of performance. In the observed 

responses, children mostly omitted the plural verb 'be'. For instance: 



TABLE 8 

Productive and Marginal Levels of Observed Responses 

for Each Child on different Grammatical Categories 

Child 50% + (Productive) 30% - 50% (Marginal) 

RK Past tense Determiner 
Copula (plural) Copula (singular) 

Quantifier 
WL Determiner 

Past tense Adjective 
Copula (plural) Copula (singular) 

PH Copula (plural) Adjective 
Quantifier 

Wh-Question 
JM Copula (plural) Past tense 

Plural marker Quantifier 
Personal Pronoun 

AC Copula (plural) 
BD Copula (plural) Copula (singular) 

Demonstrative Pron Noun phrase 
JE Copula (plural) 

Past tense 
RE Personal pronoun 
KP Copula (singular) Quantifier 

Copula (plural) Plural marker 
Demonstrative pron 

TG Past tense Personal pronoun 
Quantifier Demonstrative pron 

Copula (singular) Noun Phrase 
Plural marker 

Copula (plural) 

WL: THESE PAPERS NOT TORN. 

ER: These papers are not torn. 

PH: TWO PENNIES IN THE BOX. 

98 
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ER: Two pennies are in the box. 

In contrast to the plural form of the verb BE only 50% of the children 

showed either productive or marginal deviation for the singular form of verb 'be'. 

WL: THAT A WHITE CHAIR. 

ER: That is a white chair. 

BD: A LITTLE BED. 

ER: That is a little bed. 

These observations are consistent with Brown's (1973) study in terms of 

acquisition order data on a set of allomorphs: I-s/, I-z/, and I-rl of the contractible 

copula. He found I-sl and I-zl better developed than I-r/. He also found that 

the two allomorphs better developed were used very much more often than the 

less developed. And thus the frequency differential may explain the developmental 

differential. 

The other possibility that Brown reports is that parents could be produc

ing the better developed allomorphs in more 'careful' uncontracted forms, unlike 

the less developed ones. Both are probable explanations but the difference in per

centages of children deviated on each form was substantial, varying from 50% for 

copula singular to 90% for copula plural, since both are unstressed forms and occur 

in metrically weak positions in the sentence. 

This possibly could be explained by the total occurrences of each morpho

logical category in the test. There were eleven occurrences of copula plural as 

opposed to 40 occurrences of copula singular. Thus copula (plural) was not really 

comparable in terms of frequency of occurrence to the other grammatical categories 

on the test, including copula (singular). 

The data presented in Table 9 was then further broken down by individual 

child and grammatical category. The [P] is for "productive" and [M] for "marginal" 

level of performance. 
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TABLE 9 

Productive and Marginal Deviations Across Grammatical Categories 

Gr Cat OR RK WL 

Copula + + 
(plural) (P) (P) 
Copula + + 

(singular) (M) (M) 
Verb + + 

(past) (P) (P) 
Quantifier + -

(M) 
Noun - -
plural 

Pronoun - -
(demonst.) 
adjective - + 

(M) 
determiner + + 

(P) (P) 
Pronoun - -

(personal) 
Noun Phrase - -

Wh Ques - -

5 5 

P = Productive 

M = Marginal 

TG BD 

+ + 
(P) (P) 
+ + 

(P) (M) 
+ -

(P) 
+ -

(P) 
+ -

(P) 
+ + 

(M) 
- -

- -

+ -
(M) 
+ + 

(M) (M) 
- -

8 4 

KP JM JE AC PH RE Total 
Children 

+ + + + + - 9 
(P) (P) (P) (M) (P) 8(P)+1(M) 
+ - - - - - 5 

(P) 2(P)+3(M) 
- + + - - - 5 

(M) (P) 4(P)+1(M) 

+ + - - + - 5 
(M) (M) (M) 1(P)+4(M) 
+ + - - - - 3 

(M) (P) 2(P)+1(M) 

+ - - - - - 3 
(P) (M) 1(P)+2(M) 
- - - - + - 2 

(M) 0(P)+2(M) 
- - - - - - 2 

2(P)+0(M) 
- + - - - + 2 

(M) (M) 0(P)+3(M) 
- - - - - - 2 

0(P)+2(M) 
- - - - + - 1 

(M) O(P)+l(M) 

5 5 2 1 4 1 

The table shows two things: (1) Row sum (horizontally) shows the total 

number of children who deviated on each of the above mentioned grammatical 
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categories. (2) Column sum (vertically) shows the total number of grammati

cal categories on which each child deviated. Interestingly, TG has the maximum 

number of deviations on different grammatical categories (6). She also has the 

maximum hearing loss among all the children; her hearing PTA (unaided) is NR 

(No Response), her aided hearing PTA is considerably high too (45dB). All the 

children in the study who had PTA (unaided) 66 dB or more (RK, WL, KP, JM, 

PH) also showed more productive deviations except BD who was the youngest child 

in the study (5 years old). Although BD did not have a high loss PTA, his age 

and corresponding stage of language development could have been a contributing 

factor here since he deviated on 4 grammatical categories. 

The table also shows that 9 out of 10 children display systematic and 

marginal responses for plural form of the copula [ARE). Six of these ten children 

also are among the highest loss PTA (unaided) ones (70 dB or more). The only 

child who did not show the productive deviation on this category was RE, and as 

one would predict, she also has the least loss PTA (40dB). It seems like hearing loss 

is significantly related to plural form of copula more than to any other grammatical 

category. Irl is a low frequency sound and one of the lowest intensity consonants. 

About half of the children deviated on the singular form of verb 'be'. Four 

children deviated on the past tense morpheme. However, there was no definite 

trend here in terms of hearing loss. Lee and Canter (1971:327) mention in their 

work "children at the clinic have a tendency to omit copular and auxiliary "is" 

considerably beyond the time when they are using negatives, producing such pre

sentense forms as It not mine, This not a dog, and that not moving." 

The deviated responses in terms of different grammatical categories across 

all the children (Table 10) and only omissions across all the children (Table 11) 

were also analyzed: 
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TABLE 10 

Percentage of Deviations in Descending order Across All Children 

Grammatical Categories Percentage of 
of Expected Response Deviations by children 

Past tense 51 
Quantifiers 35 

Copula (Singular) 34 
Noun Plural 28 

Demonstrative Pronoun 26 
Personal Pronoun 25 

Adjectives 25 
Prepositions 18 
Determiner 14 

Noun Singular 10 

Phrasal Categories: 

NP 17 
PP 8 
AP 3 
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TABLE 11 

Percentage of Omissions Across Children in Descending Order 

Grammatical Categories Percentage of 
of Expected Response Deviations by children 

Past tense 39 
Quantifiers 17 

Copula (Singular) 28 
Noun Plural 23 

Demonstrative Pronoun 12 
Personal Pronoun 7 

Adjectives 16 
Detenniner 11 

Noun Singular 3 
Demonstrative Pronoun 12 

Phrasal Categories: 

NP 5 
PP 8 
AP 44 

There could be several explanations for the morpheme sequence mentioned 

above. These explantions vary from frequency of morphemes used in parents' 

speech to use of "function words" and "content words" in terms of role of semantics 

in morphemes, to theory of stressed and unstressed words. These reasons will be 

discussed in respective order below. 

An interesting feature of this sequence of morphemes (Table 10 and 11) is 

that these categories seem to be unrelated to the frequency of occurrence of the 

different morphemes in the speech heard by children. Aronoff, et. al. (1989:276) 

report typical relative frequency of morphemes used in parental speech. The deter

miners and articles were reported to be the most frequent grammatical morphemes 

in the children's environments, yet many children deviated on these categories on 

the GAEL test and detenniners show up in the observed responses of children in 
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the study. The articles were not considered for these tables above, because there 

were fewer than 15 occurences of them in the test (only eleven). Another possi

bility for children's omission of determiners could be that the determiner [the] has 

monosyllabic sound of relatively high frequency and also most often in unstressed 

position within the sentences which would be acoustically less perceptive to hearing 

impaired children. 

The prepositions on the other hand were less frequent in parental speech 

than the determiners and the plural ending, but were acquired before either. In 

fact, in the observed responses, there were no omissions of single prepositional mor

phemes. This may be due to the fact that prepositions are heavy meaning bearing 

units. Note, this grammatical category sequence does not represent the develop

mental pattern of acquisition for these children. In order to find out the devel

opmental pattern, spontaneous speech language data of children would be needed 

in different 'natural' settings, as for instance, in Brown's (1973) study. These re

sults only indicate the hierarchy of descending order of grammatical morphemes 

on which children deviated. 

Most of the omitted categories belong to "function words". Brown and 

Bellugi (1964:138) note that "forms likely to be retained are nouns and verbs and, 

less often, adjectives, and these are the three large and "open" parts-of-speech in 

English." It has also been observed that the primary and secondary stresses in the 

sentences, are on contentives rather than on functors. Functors are predictable as 

the information carried by a word is inversely related to the chances of guessing 

it from context. From a given string of content words, missing functors can often 

be guessed. Thus semantics appears to take precedence over syntactic functions 

in explaining the omission of some grammatical categories more than others in 

children's language use. 

Some of these observations can be accounted for by the metrical weak the

ory of stress and acoustic prominence of some lexical items more than others in 

processing the sentence. 
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The plural marker sibilants /s/ and /z/ are also high frequency sounds 

(about 4000 hz) and their occurance as bound morphemes in metrically weak po

sitions in the word could account for the omission of words ending in these sounds, 

particularly by children with hearing loss. The copula /is/ and /are/ are un

stressed syllables also occurring in metrically weak positions and also consisting of 

high frequency sounds. Contract able copulas have low stress. 

The pastense allophones /t/ and /d/ are high frequency sounds (about 

3000hz), thus the maximum percentage of omission of these sounds in the speech 

of hearing impaired children is understandable. Thus omission of these morphemes 

and speech sounds may all be explained by a hearing effect in the linguistic devel

opment of these children. 

Interestingly, there was no case of omission of a single preposition, as prepo

sitions are uncontractable and playa more important role acoustically and seman

tically in a sentence although there were 27 instances of prepositions in the test. 

There were cases of omission of the entire prepositional phrases though. 

In terms of visual salience in the context, where the physical attributes are 

visible to both the interlocuters, the omissions of adjectives and quantifiers could 

be explained. Adjectives and Determiners also belong to the category of "Content 

Words" here. Their percentages are 17 and 16 respectively. Given the context of 

the test activities, it is not surprising that 16% of adjectives and 44% of adjectival 

phrases were omitted since they were obvious to both the interlocutors in the test, 

also discussed later in response to Question 4. 

4.3 Featural Analysis 

The above mentioned explanations for omissions in children's responses 

could be expressed in a featural analysis model. There are a number of linguis

tic factors which determine the frequency of occurrance of different grammatical 

categories in the language of these children. These several factors can be broadly 

categorized into the following two classes: 
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I Physical Properties 

II Interpretative Properties 

Physical Properties 

Stress 

All sounds have certain inherent prosodic and physical properties that form 

part of their makeup no matter what their place or manner of articulation. These 

properties are pitch, loudness and length. Pitch is the auditory property of sound 

that enables one to place it on a scale that ranges from low to high. All sounds 

give a subjective impression of being relatively higher or lower in pitch. Pitch is 

measured in terms of frequency (hertz). The loudness is measured in decibels. The 

other prosodic features related to pitch is stress, which combines pitch, loudness and 

length. In any utterance, some vowels are perceived more prominent than others; 

these are the stressed vowels. Stressed positions are metrically strong positions. In 

English, stress occurs at word as well as sentence level. Therefore certain words in a 

sentence are more stressed than other words depending on their position. Stressed 

morphemes occur in metrically stronger positions. 

There were maximum omissions of bound morphemes (Table 10 and 11). 

There are several explanations for these omissions in literature. Two of these widely 

discussed are the theory of stress and the acoustic properties of these morphemes. 

Bound morphemes pccur in unstressed position in the word. As Aronoff, (1989:277) 

reports, "Many morphemes (-ing, -ed, and nonsyllabic affixes such as -s) cannot 

be stressed in natural speech. Thus one would expect fewer occurrances of bound 

morphemes in children's speech." This was true of most bound morphemes in our 

study (pastense marker, plural marker, contractibles). Interestingly enough, the 

aspect marker / -ingj appeared quite frequently in the responses of these children, 

substituting for pas tense marker. For instance: 

(OR) MOMMY WALKING. 
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(ER) Mommy walked. 

It could be argued that /-ing/ being a syllabic morpheme, is more prominent 

acoustically than other monosyllabic bound morphemes such as / -d/ or / -z/. 

Sound Frquency 

Also, for some of the bound morphemes which are omitted, sound frequency 

seems to play an important role too. For instance, past tense marker / -t,-d/, or 

plural marker I-sf, /-es/, /-ez/ or contractible copulas /'s/, /'r/ are high frequency 

sounds (about 3000 hz or more), thus they would be acoustically harder to perceive, 

especially for the hearing impaired population. 

The analysis of the observed responses of the children in the study shows that 

morphemes with high sound frequency have more salience in children's responses. 

Thus regular pastense marker (/dj), copula (singular) /z/ and plural marker (/s/ 

and /zj) which all have high sound frequency (app 3000 hz) are maximally omitted. 

These could be considered a speech feature rather than a language feature since it 

involves physical characteristics of sounds. 

II. Interpretative 

II(a) Specifiers 

Specifiers are those linguistic categories which modify nouns. Specifiers 

attribute a trait to the noun. For instance, [red chair], [two girls], [those boys], [the 

baby], etc. These categories occur in constructions such as: 

[ Specifier + Noun ] 

The specifier could be an adjective as in [red chair] or a quantifier, as in 

[two girls] or demonstrative pronoun, as in [those boys] or a determiner, as in [the 

baby]. Visual context can interact with these specifiers. For instance, if the color of 

a chair is visible to both the interlocuters then a speaker might omit the adjective 

to save redundancy. For instance: 
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(OR) THAT IS A CHAIR. (omit RED) 

(ER) That is a red chair. 

The proximate distance of the object also might have an effect on the usage 

of demonstrative pronominals such as [this] or [that]. This becomes important 

specially in children's language. 

Visual (contextual) Salience 

It has been observed that what young children say is usually related directly 

to what they do and see. Brown and Bellugi (1964 p.135) took notice of the fact 

that children speak "very much in the here and now." Leopold (1949:31) made 

extensive use of the "aid of the situation" in inferring the intended meanings of 

utterances (Bloom:1970:9). Van Der Geest states (1973:40): "Two factors of the 

speech event are of prime importance: 

1) Every sentence is embedded in a piece of information already known - the 

context. This information is relevant for the semantic intent described on the 

level of deep structure. Moreover, the context results in certain peculiarities 

appearing in the surface structure. 

2) Because both speaker and hearer know the situation, much information is 

transferred covertly, referringly, nonverbally (for example pointing behav

ior), or even not transferred at all. This information is presupposed to be 

common knowledge in the conversation." 

Because of the two factors, deletions and substitutions (for instance, pro

nouns, or adjectives) occur in the actual use of language. For example, in the 

activity : Mommy put three cups on the table. Child responds, "Mommy put 

cups on the table" and omits 'three'. The information that there are three cups 

can be rendered from the context. These factors are even stronger in the analysis 

of child language because a child's speech is more of a reaction to the immediate 

environment than is an adult's. 

For these reasons, Bloom came to the conclusion that we must not exclude 

the analysis of context, situation, and non-verbal behavior if we want to penetrate 
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into the knowledge the child has of his language. The best way to do this is to 

distinguish systematically between the semantic intent or message - the information 

the child intends to give, as determined from context, situation, and non-verbal 

behavior - and the realization or code which is realized on the verbal level. Thus 

omissions of adjectives (like colors of the objects) and quantifiers (numbers) and 

demonstrative pronouns (eg. this, that) were observed in children's responses and 

seem readily explained. 

II (b) Nominal Reference (semantics) 

In the traditional semantic view of reference, Lyons (1968:404) says that 

relationship which holds between words and things is the relationship of reference: 

words refer to things. In other words, 'reference' could apply to a free morpheme 

which represents some semantic unit. 

In the analysis above, we observed that morphemes which have clearly dis

cernible semantic functions and make contributions to the meaning of the sentence 

tend to appear more frequently in the responses of the children. 

Brown and Bellugi (1964) and Brown and Fraser (1963) noted that sentences 

consisted generally of nouns, verbs and less often, adjectives - the substantive, lex

ical items or "contentives" of the language. Grammatical formatives or 'functors'

for example, the articles /the/, /an/; verb inflection, /-ing/ /-ed/, /-sl; possessive 

noun inflection, I-sf - were the forms generally omitted. 

Brown (1973:73) states, " .. contentives and certain functors (like his or my) 

will be preserved in imitation because of the semantic roles or relations they play 

so long as these roles or relations can be made out." 

All the factors mentioned above can be distributed in a table (Table 12 ). 

It shows that high sound frequency morphemes (I) tend to induce more omissions 

in the oral responses of the children, whereas low frequency sounds would tend 

to occur more frequently. Morphemes with higher visual salience (lIa) would be 

omitted more often because of the redundancy in the context. High semantics (lIb) 

plays a major role in retaining the morphemes in children's responses. 



TABLE 12 

Factors contributing to Observed Responses (Deviations) 

~igh 
Hi Deviations ~, I1(b) 
Lo Deviations PCb) 

I = Sound Frequency(hz) 

lI( a) = Specifier (visual salience) 

II(b )=Semantics 

Low 
I1(b) 

I, I1(a) 
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According to table 6, the frequency of deviations of those morphemes is 

high which are generally high in sound frequency (I) and visual salience (I1a) as 

represented in the top left cell of the table. Implying thereby that lesser the sound 

frequency of morphemes and visual salience in the context, lesser the number of 

deviations made (as in lower right cell of the table). 

TABLE 13 

Factors facilitating Observed Responses 

Morphemes Factors 
I I1(a) II(b) 

Past tense marker + - -
Copula + - -

Plural marker + - -
Quantifier - + -
Adjectives - + -

Demonstrative Pronoun - + -
Determiner - + -

Personal Pronoun - - + 
noun - - + 
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I = Sound Frequency (physical) lI(a) = Specifier information 

(Interpretative) lI(b) = Nominal Reference (Interpretative) 

The presence or absence of a specific grammatical category is substantiated 

by the empirical evidence provided by the childrens' responses. The examples 

corresponding to each [+] are given below after the explanation of the table. 

Determining criteria for predominence of a specific factor 

• Past tense marker, plural marker and copula are not visually salient (rules 

out IIa) and are not considered nominal reference (rules out lib). These 

are considered bound monosyllabic morphemes which have high sound fre

quency (I), thus [I] is marked as the salient feature here. 

• Quantifiers, Adjectives, Demonstrative Pronouns, and Detenniners are the 

only categories represented here which qualify to be specifiers (lIa) and are 

visually salient. They may have high frequency sounds but since these are 

variables that can take range of sound frequencies (I), thus I is marked 

negative. Also, these are not nominal reference categories (lIb). 

Demonstrative pronouns are referential but not nominative. They are refer-

ential as certain demonstrative pronouns are told relative to a setting. The use of 

words like 'here', 'there', 'that', 'these' depends on where the speaker is located as 

he is speaking. The setting has an imaginary boundary which is not explicit to the 

speakers. The interlocuters deduce the reference. Bierwisch (1967) has discussed 

a number of relative factors in reference. 

• Personal Pronouns and nouns are considered nominal references as they 

occur in the nominal position. The object in the environment plays a cru

cial role in the interpretation of these morphemes. Personal pronouns are 

also different from others because of the semantic role they play. Brown 

(1973:86) states that "contentives and certain functors (like his or my) will 

be preserved in imitation because of the semantic roles or relations they play 

so long as these roles or relations can be made out." Thus personal pronouns 

are considered as having predominantly semantic features. He further adds 
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that pronouns can have major semantic roles as agent, patient, benefactor, 

and so forth. 

Following are examples of each of the grammatical categories represented 

by [+] in the chart above. 

l.Pastense Marker: 

RK: THREE GIRLS WALK (Observed Response) 

Three girls walked. (Expected Response) 

RK: TWO DOGS JUMP 

Two dogs jumped. 

RK: WHO WALK 

Who walked. 

2. Copula: 

TG: THAT YELLOW CHAIR 

That is a yellow chair. 

TG: THAT CUP 

That is a cup. 

WL: THAT A WHITE CHAIR 

That is a white chair. 

3.Plural Marker: 

JM: THREE GIRL WALK 

Three girls walked. 

JM: TWO BOY FELL 

Two boys fell. 



4. Quantifier: 

RK: I SEE THE FLOWERS 

I see some flowers. 

5. Adjective: 

WL: MOMMY AND DADDY PUSHED THE BED. 

Mommy and daddy pushed the little bed. 

WL: THE GIRL JUMPED OVER THE CHAIR 

Mommy jumped over the yellow chair. 

6.Demonstrative Pronouns: 

RK: DOG FELL 

That dog fell. 

RK: THIS GIRL RUN 

That girl ran. 

7. Determiner: 

WL: BOY AND GIRL TURNED AROUND 

The boy and the girl turned around. 

WL: THE DOG IS TOP TABLE 

The dog is on the table. 

S.Personal Pronoun: 

RE: KISSING HER 

He is kissing her. 

RE: HE IS BRUSHING TEETH 

113 
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He is brushing his teeth. 

9.Noun: 

BD: THIS IS NOT TORN. 

These papers are not torn. 

BD: WHAT'S IN THE YELLOW CUP? 

How many airplanes are in the yellow cup? 

Conclusion 

Both of the two - physical and interpretative factors - predict the order of 

omissions of the morphemes. There were maximum omissions of bound morphemes 

which relate to tense and number. Although grammatically important, they don't 

appear to modulate the meanings in a major way. As Brown (1973:399) mentions, 

"These modulations are inconceivable without the major meanings they modify 

and for this reason alone grammatical morphemes could not be acquired before 

content words and rules of combination and order." 

In a conversational situation, the speakers share information explicit in the 

context and meanings signaled by grammatical morphemes are largely redundant. 

The linguistic and non-linguistic information are transmitted in the context without 

explicitly establishing it. 

The role of visual salience in the language was reflected in the omissions of 

specifiers like adjectives, quantifiers, and demonstrative pronouns. The redundant 

information is dispensable, to specifically children. 

4.4 Research Question 3 

Incorporating the systematic rules of deviations of the children, how best 

can their responses be assessed in the test? 

Once we have obtained the productive and marginal levels of performance 

based on children's systematic deviations on test from question 2, we need to use 
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the information in the assessment of children's responses. Question 2 helped us 

formulate the individual child's idiolect in order for the child to get credit for his 

system of developing language. This question becomes important because it allows 

for recognition of the speaker's system of language in assessment of his or her 

linguistic performance. 

Data Obtained 

The observed responses obtained from the test transcript were used for anal

ysis. The responses were transferred on a separate form for linguistic acceptability 

(Appendix VII: Acceptability Form). The grammatical category of the observed 

and expected responses was marked off for the productive and marginal perfor

mance levels. 

Data Analysis 

The obtained responses were analyzed for syntactic and semantic accept

ability, whether there was a meaning change and for contextual appropriateness. If 

the observed response was a productive level category, it was marked for syntactic 

and semantic acceptability as (Y for completely acceptable); if it was a marginal 

category, then it was marked as (P for partially acceptable). 

It is important here to introduce the distinction between grammaticality 

and acceptability (cf. Chomsky, 1965: 1 Off). The former belongs to the level of 

competence, the latter to the level of performance. We will define a grammatical 

sentence as an abstract object which is specified by the grammar as being syn

tactically well-formed. In contrast, we will define an acceptable utterance as a 

sequence of words which provides (relatively) easy access to the underlying gram

matical structure. Both grammaticality and acceptability are gradable concepts: a 

sentence may be more or less grammatical, and an utterance may be more or less 

acceptable. For instance, in the following examples we can say that it is high on 

the scale of acceptability, but low on the scale of grammaticality: 
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Walker's (OR): BOYS UNDER THE TABLE. 

ER : The boys are under the table. 

Walker's (OR): THESE PENNIES OLD. 

ER : These pennies are not shiny. 

The data analysis of all the children's responses showed that most of the 

children's responses were contextually appropriate. In the following table (Table 

14) nine out of ten children show more than 60% contextually appropriate and 

acceptable responses. Aaron is the only child with about 50% contextually appro

priate responses. 

TABLE 14 

Descending percentages of contextually appropriate 

responses across children and their ranks on tests 

Name of Age Contextually Total Number Test Placement 
Child Appropriate % Diversions and %ile rank 
Brad 5 87 159 2/85 

Roxane 6 85 89 2/85 
Jeany 8 76 142 7/30 
Trena 7 76 209 6/45 
Joel 7 75 151 3/60 

Walker 7 73 145 3/60 
Kevin 6 71 181 6/45 

Ronnie 6 69 163 5/50 
Pete 6 63 131 1/90 

Aaron 7 49 81 4/55 

The last column shows that according to the criteria of the test, the ob

tained percentile ranks of children from the test-tables would have placed them in 

the ranks mentioned above. It is interesting to note that Jeany who had 76% of 

her deviations as contextually appropriate was placed 7th among all the selected 
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children according to her percentile rank which was the lowest. Her age could have 

been a confounding factor here since she was the oldest among all the children (8 

years old), so had a lower percentile rank on the test and Trena, Joel and Walker, 

who were all 7 years old and had very similar percentages of contextually appropri

ate responses were ranked very differently. Trena was ranked 6th as her percentile 

rank was 45 whereas Joel and Walker both had percentile rank 60 and were ranked 

3rd. 

An important issue that comes up here is that total number of deviations (or 

observed responses) is not an indicator of one's linguistic proficiency. Aaron who 

made the least diversions (81) also made the least appropriate responses (49%). On 

the other hand, Trena made the maximum diversions (209) but had about (76%) of 

her responses contextually appropriate. Thus the goal of the language test should 

not be the minimization of diversions but the elicitation of contextually appropriate 

responses. The results also indicate that numbers alone could be misleading as 

one might believe that the fewer the errors made on a test, the higher the scores 

would be. However, it is the quality of the errors made which is important for the 

assessment purpose. 

4.5 Research Question 4 

What kind of information is provided about the test items by children's 

observed responses obtained on the test? 

This question is significant for two reasons: (1) similar deviations by different 

subjects are reflective of not only children's linguistic competence but also the 

validity of those test items themselves. (2) Children who were making similar 

kinds of deviations on some specific test items but not on other items provided 

information about the structure of those specific test items. 

The obtained responses on the test were reflective of the test items. The 

test was the only constant across all the children whereas every other factor was 

a variable - the child, the tester, the classroom setting, etc. Children's responses 
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(Expected as well as Observed) had a range which was similar in some instances 

and varied in some other test items. 

Data Obtained 

In response to this question, we ran the data obtained by Observed Response 

Analysis using SPSS, and pulled out each sentence number (test item number) on 

which varying numbers of children deviated. This provided the information about 

the test items on which the maximum number of children deviated and those on 

which the minimum number of children deviated. There was a range of items 

varying from maximum (10 children) to minimum (1 child). These individual test 

items were then examined for their validity and the linguistic context in which they 

occurred and how the observed response of the child was scored by the test. In most 

instances, the responses were appropriately scored. For instance, if the child said, 

[MOMMY WALK] for [Mommy walked], the child was correctly marked as omitting 

the pas tense morpheme. However, there were a few test items on which the child's 

observed response was appropriate, given the context of the test activities and the 

prior linguistic discourse, but the response was marked inappropriately given the 

scoring criterion. These test items were classified into different linguistic categories. 

Data analysis and interpretation 

For doing the analysis, data were pulled out on all those children who devi

ated on each test item. This provided a picture of the test items on which the max

imum and minimum number of children deviated. The table is represented below: 
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TABLE 15 

N umber of Children Deviated on Each Test Item 

Number of Test Items 
Children 

10 28,29,47,48,49,50, 
58, 61, 75, 78, 81 

9 4, 6, 10, 15, 1~ 19, 21, 
24, 27, 32, 33, 37, 39, 
40, 41, 54, 55, 57, 59, 

60, 62, 74, 76, 85, 87, 89 
8 7, 9, 11, 16, 18, 26, 31, 38, 

42, 51, 64, 65, 71, 72, 73, 
77,79,80,83,84,88,91 

7 2, 5, 8, 12, 13, 14, 20, 30 
34,35,43,53,56,63,82 

86, 90, 92, 93 
6 1, 22, 23, 25, 52, 66, 68 
5 3,36,44,46 
4 67,70 
3 45 
2 69 
1 94 

The table 15 shows the number of children who deviated on each test item. 

The number of children is in the descending order. Some of these test items on 

which maximum number of children deviated were then analyzed for common traits. 

The test items were found to be in different linguistic categories. These categories 

were classified as 'redundancy', 'ellipsis', 'negation', 'conjunction' and 'nominaliza

tion'. The categories were not exclusive. Thus a test item could have "redundancy" 

as well as "conjunction" as a variable. Varying numbers of children showed devia

tion on different test items. For instance, on test item number 27 under redundancy, 
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9 out of 10 children deviated. Each of the above mentioned linguistic variables is 

exemplified below. 

Redundancy 

One of the test activities (test item 27), on which all the nine children omit

ted the adjective was as follows. The tester manipulates the toy figures through a 

variety of actions and the child was expected to describe the activity. In this spe

cific activity (test item 27), the examiner manipulates the mommy doll by making 

her jump over the chair. Children's responses were as follows: 

Examiner: What happened? 

MOMMY JUMPED OVER THE YELLOW CHAIR. (RE) 

THE GIRL JUMPED OVER THE CHAIR. (WL, PH, JM, AC,JE, KP) 

MOMMY JUMP CHAIR. (RK) 

HE JUMPED OVER. (BD) 

JUMP. (TG) 

(ER): Mommy jumped over the yellow chair. 

Nine out of ten children omitted the adjective 'Yellow' except Renee (RE) 

who met the expected response of the test exactly. This is not a peculiar observation 

since the rules of conversation (Grice 1975) do not require speakers to describe what 

is explicitly overt in the context and is understood by the interlocuters. Omission 

of adjective 'yellow' avoids redundancy, to economize the linguistic act. According 

to Grice's Implicature of Quantity (1975): 

"Make your information as informative as is required for the current purpose 

of exchange. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required." 

In fact, the linguistic exchange prior to this test item establishes the color 

of the chair as follows: 
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( Examiner holds up the chair) 

Which chair is this? THE YELLOW CHAIR. 

( Examiner makes Mommy jump over the chair. ) 

What happened? MOMMY JUMPED OVER THE YELLOW CHAIR. 

Once established that the chair is 'yellow', the color of the chair becomes 

"old" information. This redundancy is explicable in Halliday's (1967) theory of 

"Given-New Information". According to Halliday (1967), once the information is 

shared between speakers, the status of the information changes from "new informa

tion" to "given information" because the addresser believes it to be known to the 

addressee (either because it is physically present in the context or because it has al

ready been mentioned in the discourse). The new information is what the addresser 

believes is unknown to the addressee. Thus, in these test items, although children 

were marked on the actual scoring of the test as omitting the "noun modifier", the 

prior linguistic exchange between the tester and the child makes it linguistically es

tablished "given" information for both the participants and therefore unnecessary 

for the child to produce. 

Ellipsis 

The other test activity (test item 55) on which most of the children consis

tently deviated in making similar deviations was as follows. It was a guessing game 

in which the child puts the dog on a bed or a chair behind a screen. The examiner 

tries to guess where the dog is. The test activity was as follows: 

Child: (Puts the dog somewhere behind the screen). 

Examiner: Is he in the boy's bed'? 

Child: HE IS NOT IN THE BOY'S BED. 

( and the guessing game goes on ) 



The observed responses of children for examiner's question were: 

Examiner: Is he in the boy's bed / chair? 

Children: NO. (RK, JM, BD, KP) 

NOT HERE. (PH) 

NO, NOT CHAIR. (TG) 

NOT IN BABY'S BED. CAC) 

HE IS NOT IN BABY'S BED. (WL) 

NO, IS NOT IN BABY'S BED. (RE) 

HE IS NOT IN THE BABY'S BED. (JE) 
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All of the responses are appropriate in answer to the question. According to 

Lee (1974:85) "In a conversational exchange, one speaker may ask, "What do you 

see?" and the other speaker may reply, "A dog,". Such fragmentary remarks are 

called "elliptical" , meaning that they are shortened versions of a longer grammatical 

structure which has occurred in the previous speaker's question and is supposedly 

in the deep structure of the reply as well. Both speakers have the entire sentence 

in mind and the single word or two-word reply is merely an ellipsis of the entire 

sentence. Adults regularly include elliptical sentences in conversational speech, 

indeed, an adult's speech would sound stilted and pedantic if every utterance were 

in subject-predicate form. These elliptical clauses refer back to the context (either 

some feature of a preceding utterance or the real-life situation) and complete it. 

They are especially frequent in easy-going give-and-take dialogues, like, HELLO! 

WHERE ARE YOU GOING? - TO EAT. These structures are part of our daily 

conversations. 

Negation 

The problem with some of the test items with negation was that children 

substituted the positive lexical item for the negated one. For instance, in one of 

the practice items, [not pretty] was substituted by [UGLY] or [not broken] was 

substituted by [FIXED]. The purpose of this activity was to elicit the negative 
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marker [NOT], thus the activities were carefully selected by describing pairs of 

objects with opposite attributes. However, there are two ways of describing the 

opposite attributes: either by negating the positive attribute of the item or by 

substituting a different lexical item for the negative phrase which conveys the same 

meaning. Thus in the test transcript of Jeany the practice activity was as follows: 

Tester: (Holds up the pretty pictures) 

These pictures are pretty. 

(Then points to the pictures that are scribbled.) 

Tester: Tell me about these pictures. 

Jeany: THESE PICTURE IS UGLY. 

Tester: These pictures are not pretty. 

Jeany: (imitates the tester's response) 

THESE PICTURES NOT PRETTY. 

Following is the test activity on which varying responses were obtained. For 

instance, in test item number 75, children's responses are very interesting. The 

test activity involves the examiner and the child who take turns describing pairs 

of objects with opposite attributes. This activity was supposedly used to elicit the 

structure: THESE __ ARE NOT __ . 

The activity was as follows: 

Examiner: (Holds up a broken bunch of pencils, and says): 

These penciis are broken. 

(The examiner then holds up another "unbroken" set of pencils and prompts 

with): 

Are these pencils broken? 

Children: THESE PENCILS ARE FIXED. (JE, RE, KP) 

THESE PENCILS WERE NOT BROKEN. (WL, JM) 

THESE ARE PENCILS, OK. (RK) 

NO (BD) 
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BIG (TG) 

In response to this question, there were many different responses provided 

by the ten children. Two of the other children (PH and AC) gave fragmentary 

sentences which are not included here. Although, syntactically the responses varied, 

semantically most of them were consistent in meaning with the expected response 

of the test, which was: 

These Pencils are Not Broken. 

In the actual scoring of the test most of these children were marked as 

omitting the negative particle "NOT" if it was not included in their responses. Since 

it was a test of Grammatical Analysis, the exclusion of grammatical morphemes 

which were being elicited in the test activity was marked for omission. 

Conjunction 

There were only six cases of conjunction in the test. Four of these were 

nominal conjunctions, which conjoined two noun phrases, such as [the boy AND 

the girl]. The other two conjoined the verbs, and were part of the verb phrase of the 

sentence, such as [ran AND fell]. The problem occurred with nominal conjunctions 

in the subject position where children were substituting pronouns for the noun 

phrase. For instance, for test item number 15, Jeany and Joel gave the following 

responses: 

Tester: (Manipulates the toy figures in a walking action) 

What happened? (tester) 

THEY WALK. (Jeany) 

THEY IS JUMPING. (Joel) 

Mommy And Daddy Walked. (Expected Response) 

Although in the actual scoring criteria for the test judging the correctness 

of a response, a pronoun is considered an acceptable substitution for a noun, the 
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conjunction [AND] was marked as an omission, since the elicitation of the conjunc

tion was not accounted for. This seems inappropriate if conventions for natural 

language use are considered. 

Nominalization 

The scoring criteria of the test allowed for substitutions of a pronoun for 

a noun but not the reverse. Pronominalization is certainly linguistically more 

complex than using a simple noun, since it involves an added rule of reference. 

A pronoun can replace any noun phrase, no matter how long or complex it may 

be. From the syntactic point of view, a pronoun counts as a full noun phrase. 

However, semantically, a pronoun and its referent noun, refer to the same entity. 

Thus, although eliciting for a linguistically higher level construction, credit should 

be given for mentioning the underlying construction. 

In activity 20 (test items 87 to 91), the examiner tells a story, showing the 

pictures one at a time. The child is expected to repeat the story as the examiner 

shows the pictures again. 

Tester: (tells the story of a girl and boy trying to pick up a heavy box, shows the 

pictures one at a time.) 

Ronnie: .. HE CARRIED THE BOX. 

Tester: The boy picked up the box. 

Ronnie: BOY PICKING UP THE BOX. 

Ronie: BOX TOO HEAVY. 

Tester: It was too heavy. 

Ronnie: IT WAS TOO HEAVY. 

Ronnie: BOY DROPPED IT. 

Tester: He dropped it. 

Ronnie: HE DROPPED IT. 

Here, first Ronnie starts the story using the pronoun 'he' for the boy. Imme

diately, his response is followed by the tester's response for the imitated elicitation, 
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which uses the noun phrase [the boy]. This is an indirect correction of Ronnie's 

response. Ronnie then uses the noun [boy] in his imitation and then uses it again 

for a prompted elicitation in [BOY DROPPED IT]. However, this time, the pro

noun was expected. This could be a confusing act for the child since when Ronnie 

used the pronoun correctly, his response was "corrected" and so he switches back 

to the noun usage and then is "corrected" again for a pronoun use. 

In pronoun usage, the speaker needs to establish first the referent and then 

later need not repeat the referent by a noun. Thus it is done appropriately in the 

test activity. However, since the tester tells the story first and then asks the child 

to repeat it, the reference is already established for the speakers. Thus when the 

child starts the story using the pronoun for [the boy], he is using it appropriately. 

Discussion 

These instances bring forth the importance of examining an utterance within 

its context. A child could omit an adjective or a proposition for the purpose of 

avoiding redundancy in the speech act or it could be an elliptical utterance with 

a complete underlying deep structure to assign meaning. Some of these responses 

are within conversational norms and are context dependent. According to Austin 

(1962) to understand a speech act, one must go beyond the act itself - namely the 

context in which it was said. Sociologists and linguists such as Sacks, Schegloff, and 

Jefferson (1974), Searle (1969), Grice (1975), Hymes (1974) and Brown and Yule 

(1983) have provided a foundation for a more effective approach to the teaching 

and assessment of language. The importance of the Hymes model of language 

analysis is reported in Widdowson (1989:129), "The Hymes model covers aspects 

of language other than the narrowly grammatical ones. It accounts for the fact 

that knowing how to use a language involves more than knowing how to compose 

correct sentences". 

Since language is a dynamic process, it provides many ways of describing 

an activity, which was being reflected through the responses of these children. In 

spite of tightening the context and reducing the extranuous variables, there was still 
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some scope of variability and flexibility. The problem was that in spite of a response 

being appropriate, the children were marked for omission or substitution, etc for 

a specific grammatical category because the focus of the test was on grammatical 

analysis. The fallacy in the test methodology comes from an erroneous fundamental 

assumption that meaning can be separated from grammar. 

4.6 Research Question 5 

What was the role of imitation in the observed responses of children and the test? 

The role of imitation in language learning and language development has 

been controversial. The controversy revolves around the usefulness of imitation 

for learning syntactic structures and lexical items. Ervin (1964) and Rodd and 

Braine (1970) argued that imitation makes no contribution to language develop

ment. Rodgon and Kurdek (1977) and Ramer (1976) characterized imitation as a 

process that primarily supports vocabulary acquisition. Conversely, Clarke (1977) 

and Moerk and Moerk (1979) emphasized the central importance of imitation in 

language acquisition. A major problem among these works lies in using different 

definitions of imitation (Snow 1981:206 shows a table of definitions of imitations 

used in different studies). In this study, we examined the imitative responses of 

three children from a psycholinguistic perspective of language processing. 

Role of imitation in language tests 

Sentence repetition has been used as a tool for measurement of children's 

oral language. The idea behind such use is that "by having a child repeat sentences 

which represent a range of different syntactic structures in English, a teacher can 

learn as much in a relatively short time about his control of those structures as 

would be learned from listening to the child's spontaneous speech over a much 

longer period (Clay et al. 1976:9)." The underlying assumption is that oral perfor

mance is reflective of one's linguistic competence. This assumption is true but the 

problem lies in interpreting oral performance as any display of oral behavior. As 
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Corder (1981:12) states, "The utterance of a correct response cannot be taken as a 

proof that learner has learnt the systems which would generate that form. Since the 

child may be merely repeating a heard utterance in which case we should class such 

behavior not as language but in Spolsky's (1966) term "language-like-behavior". 

Simple repetition certainly is not the type of imitative performance that the lan

guage proficiency tests are attempting to elicit. This type of passive imitative 

performance is more an imitation of speech than real language. Any speaker could 

be a passive performer who has reasonable articulatory and perceptual abilities 

and good memory, independent of any real understanding of the language. 

On the other hand, active imitative performance would occur where the 

learner shows some understanding of the language besides the abilities required for 

passive performance. Thus the speaker has some linguistic system of the language 

within which to operate. This kind of performance is the target of these sentence 

repetition tests. To find out whether the elicited imitative response is an active 

or a passive response is a difficult task, especially when the imitative responses 

are intended to be exact imitations. Thus by studying the language variation in 

terms of deviations from the imitative responses, one would get more insight into 

children's active processes underlying the oral production. 

Imitation as a too] to study psycholinguistic processes 

When asked to imitate a modelled utterance, children appear to omit or 

insert certain words in their imitative responses. These imitative responses could 

be classified as reduced or expanded imitations, respectively. The research in this 

study presents evidence from oral repetitions of modelled utterances by three chil

dren to support a psycholinguistic view of why diversions take place and how they 

reflect the oral language process. It argues that a child's language takes precedence 

over modelled language of the test. 

Most of the studies mentioned above have examined imitative responses in 

conversational settings where the child is not overtly asked to imitate an utterance. 

The child's spontaneous responses contained fragments or exact reproductions of 



129 

an adult's speech either immediately following the modelled utterance or within 

the following few utterances and within the next speaking turn (Ramer 1976:703; 

Bloom, et al 1974:383; Ervin 1964:168-9). The concern with the spontaneous lan

guage data is how can we tell if we are dealing with imitation or with a sponta

neous utterance in some cases. The conversational context could be such that the 

response may require using the same words as uttered by the adult. For instance, 

Snow (1981:207) mentions the following example as a case of imitation: 

M: What did we crash into last night, Nathaniel? 

N: Crash into living room. 

Snow's (1981:207) criterion for considering the child N's response as an 

imitation was that the child's utterance included at least one stressed content word 

from the adult utterance and at least one word or morpheme not in the modelled 

utterance. 

In our study, the obtained language data was test oriented. The children 

were overtly asked to imitate the modelled utterance. Thus it was very clear that 

the responses were imitations. For the purpose of our study, we will focus on non

exact imitations, since it is the deviations which provide a channel to study these 

processes. 

Consider the following discourse that occurred between Jeany (J) and the 

Tester (T); the imitated responses of the child are marked J(I) as against prompted 

which are J(P): 

J(P): I see a apple. 

T: I see some apples. 

J(I): I see a apple. 

T: What do you see. 

J(P): I see a rose. 

T: I see some flowers. 

J(I): I see a some flower. 



J(P): I see a balloon. 

T: I see some balloons. 

J(I): I see a some balloon. 
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In the above discourse, Jeany's prompted responses are corrected by the 

tester. However, in her expanded imitations of the corrected responses, she retains 

all the linguistic elements of her prompted utterance and adds the quantifier in a 

syntactically appropriate slot in the sentence. Thus she says: 

I see a some flower. 

In her imitative response, the quantifier 'some' is a new lexical addition to 

her previous utterance. However, her syntactic usage of [some] seems to be governed 

by her already acquired grammatical system of forming adjectivial phrases, as she 

had exhibited in the early part of the test, phrases like: "a yellow chair" ; "a little 

bed" ; "the big bed", etc. She follows the same grammatical order of an article, 

adjective and a noUn, in her imitation: 

a yellow chair 

art adj N 

A SOME FLOWER 

In her grammar, she may not be yet aware of the linguistic rule that deter

miners are mutually exclusive with each other, i.e., there cannot be more than one 

determiner occurring before the noun head (Quirk, et al. 1980:137). 

*a the girl 

*a some flower 

The determiners are in a 'choice relation', I.e., they occur one instead of 

another. In this respect they are unlike 'all', 'many', 'the', which are in 'chain 

relation', i.e., occurring one after another: 
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all the many pretty flowers. 

Our Observed Response analysis of Jeany's prompted responses had shown 

that 33% of the time, she had deviated on the grammatical category of 'quantifier', 

which was treated as a marginal level. It appears that with 'marginal level' ((30%-

49%) systematic deviations of prompted response) categories she showed more 

inconsistent behavior in her imitations than the productive level (50% or more) 

ones. For instance, the plural form of the verb 'be' on which she had deviated 91 % 

of the time, was completely missing in all her imitative responses. 

T: How many cars are in the green cup? 

J(I): How many car in the green cup? 

T: These pictures are not pretty. 

J(I): These picture not pretty. 

Also, she consistently omitted the plural markers in her imitative responses. 

Interestingly, at one point, she first uttered the noun with the plural marker 

[spoons] and then seem to immediately 'correct' it to say [spoon]: 

T: Two spoons are in the big cup. 

J (I): Two spoons spoon in the cup. 

Another possible explanation could be that noun reduplication is employed 

in sign language to indicate the plural marker. Jeany could have carried it over 

from her sign language, although Jeany was primarily an oral child and this was 

the only case in her language where nouns were duplicated. 

There were both lexical and grammatical variations in imitative speech. 

These deviations in the imitative responses of Jeany indicate that they occur be

cause the child is reformulating the modelled utterance according to her own rules 

and current linguistic knowledge of the language. Her language is operating ac

cording to her linguistic schema. Thus her imitations either ignore the language 
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structure which is not yet a part of her repertoire of language or she accomo

dates them in her system to come up with novel structures that neither match the 

modelled utterance nor the prompted ones. 

Imitative Responses of Jeany, Joel and Ronnie 

Only two studies have actually compared children's imitative and sponta

neous utterances, Ervin-Tripp (1964) and Kemp and Dale (1973). Both studies 

concluded that imitative speech was not "grammatically progressive", that is, that 

neither word order nor grammatical features were more advanced in imitative than 

in spontaneous utterances. However, other impressions have been contradictory. 

Bloom (1968), Slobin (1968) and Brown (1968) commented that imitative utter

ances were different and somewhat beyond the grammatical level represented in 

spontaneous speech (Bloom, et al. 1974:418)". Snow (1981:208) took this issue a 

step further to claim that "if all children do produce expanded imitations, then 

the argument that imitation cannot be a central process in language acquisition 

because some children fail to do it, would be invalidated". She points out that 

the major problem in resolving contradictory findings has been methodological -

different people have used different definitions. 

We will examine this argument in the following study based on the tran

scriptions of the videotapes of three children, Jeany, Joel and Ronnie. It will be 

argued that "Expanded Imitation" may not necessarily imply a grammatically pro

gressive process in language acquisition. The data will be analyzed using the same 

methodological framework as Snow's (1981) and her criteria of imitations. It must 

be noted, however, that her study was done with spontaneous language data unlike 

ours which was elicited using a test, although some of our outcomes are similar. 

Procedure 

Each child's response was scored with reference to the immediately preceding 

utterance by the Tester "T" as falling into one of the following categories (Snow, 

1981:207): 
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EXACT IMITATION (EI): Reproduction of all the words and morphemes 

of the adult utterance in their modelled order, with no changes or additions. Only 

devintions produced by the child's current phonological system were allowed. For 

example: 

T: That boy turned around. 

J: That boy turned around. 

REDUCED IMITATION (RI): Reproductions of at least one content word 

from the adult utterance, including no works or morphemes not present in the 

modelled utterance. Deviations from the modelled order were included as RIs. For 

example: 

T: Mommy walked. 

J: Mommy walk. 

T: The dog is on the table. 

J: The dog on the table. 

EXPANDED IMITATIONS (EI): Utterance including at least one stressed 

content word from the adult utterance and at least one word or morpheme not in 

the modelled utterance. For example: 

T: Mommy dropped the chair. 

J: The mommy drop a yellow chair. 

T: Is the dog in daddy's chair? 

.1: Is the dog in the daddy's chair'? 

Results and Discussion 

Percentages of imitative responses of the three children which fell into dif

ferent imitation categories are presented below: 
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TABLE 16 

Children's use of exact, reduced and expanded imitations 

Percentage of Imitations 
Child Total Exact Total Reduced(RI) Expanded(EI) 

Imitations Deviated 
Jeany 141 69 72 42 (.30%) 30(.21%) 

(.49%) 
Joel 125 75 50 27 (.22%) 23 (.18%) 

(.60%) 
Ronnie 163 103 60 36 (.22%) 24 (.15%) 

(.63%) 

The analysis shows that Joel and Ronnie elicited a lot more exact imitations 

of the modelled utterance than deviated utterances. These results are inconsistent 

with those of Snow (1981:208) where the child showed very few exact imitations 

compared to deviated imitations. Jeany was the only child who showed fewer 

exact imitations (49%) than deviated imitations (51%) although the difference is 

not very big. Our results for the Reduced and Expanded Imitations categories were 

consistent with that of Snow's for the most part. All of the three children showed 

more Reduced imitations than Expanded ones. These results were in accordance 

with the Observed Response analysis where most children showed more omissions 

than any other transformation in their prompted responses. This similarity in the 

results from two different components of the test, using two difFerent methodologies 

is further evidence for the precedence of the child's language over the test language, 

since the child consistently uses his/her linguistic system. 

Expanded Imitations 

Further examination of these expanded imitations indicates that they are not 

always reflective of linguistic growth or control over complex syntactic strnct.ul'CS 
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as assumed by Snow (1981). Consider the following response of Jeany which is an 

Expanded Imitation given Snow's operational definition as mentioned above: 

(P) = Prompted 

(EI)= Expanded Imitation 

T: What happened? 

J(P): Mommy push the pink chair 

T: The girl pushed the red chair to the table. 

J(EI): The girl push the table pink chair table move the table in the 

t.able. 

Here, although imitative response is an expansion of the modelled utterance, 

it is more a reflection of Jeany's strong efforts to get the words of the modelled 

utterance in her response and a desperate attempt to recollect and reproduce the 

tester's sentence than an indicator of linguistic growt.h. She imitates the first half of 

the sentence correctly and then falters off to repeat the final word of the modelled 

utterance 'table'and then maintains the lexical pattern of her previous prompted 

response 'pink chair'. After which she attempts to formulate a structure in the close 

proximity of what she remembers of the modelled utterance. It is a cognitive task 

requiring one's memorization abilities more than one's linguistic abilities. Thus an 

expanded imitation does not necessarily imply linguistic growth. 

4.7 Summary 

In this chapter, we have discussed three major issues - the observed pat

terns of language behavior of children, the linguistic analysis of the test items on 

which most children deviated and psycholinguistic processes underlying imitations. 

The observed patterns of language behavior across all the t.en children 

showed that chilclren made fewer deviations on content words than on function 

words. This was indicative of the role of semantics in langua.ge lise. Meanillg tonk 

precedence over syntactic function of the morphemes. 
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There was a great variation among the use of grammatical features in chil

dren's language. There were individual variations in terms of frequency of different 

morphemes use. The was reflection of transitional competence which was indicated 

by the linguistic structures produced. 

Some of the deviations children made were within the same grammatical 

category specially the prepositions. This was in line with Owen's (1984:268) ob

servation that "errors in choice of functor are always within the given functor class 

and subcategory." 

Total number of deviatiolls matlc were not foulld to be true indicator of 

one's linguistic proficiency, rather the acceptability of the deviations wi thin the 

context of the activity was found to be a more important determinant of language 

proficiency. 

Test items were analyzed on which most children made deviations. Some of 

these test items were found to have the following features: Reclunclancy, elicitation, 

ellipsis, negation and nominalization. These features in the test activities could 

account for the deviation of the responses. These instances showed the importance 

of examining an utterance within its context. 

The results indicated that children repeated the modelled sentences accord

ing to their developing system of language. Thus their imitations either ignored 

the language structure which is not yet a part of their repertoire of language or the 

imitations accomoclated the structure of the modelled sentence with their own sys

tem to come up with 'novel' structures that neither matched the modelled sentence 

nor their prompted sentence. The results also showed tha.t the ahility to produce' 

an 'expanded imitation' may not necessa.rily imply linguistic growth in the child. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Often, we get so much involved in the research design, methodology and 

analysis that we tend to lose forests for the trees. A question quite often raised 

during the course of the study was: "What is this study about?" 

Every time different answers came up. The generic broad theme underlying 

all these answers was about children's knowledge concerning grammar - knowledge 

which is inferred from linguistic performance in a testing situation. While the 

language test, Grammatical Analysis of Elicited Language: Simple Sentence Level 

(GAEL), examined "what" children did on the test; this study examined "why" 

they did it. The test was a more quantitative measure of language, producing 

only an achievement index. But of real interest to the researcher and of true value 

to the teacher is the essence of the language growth and the variation that can 

occur in the language capacity of the child. This is a psycholinguistic research 

problem, involving a study of the nature of learner's knowledge of the language 

(not a measurement of the knowledge). 

The research study had two functions: theoretical and practical. The the

oretical aspect of the study was part of developing a research methodology to 

investigate the language data obtained on the test and respond to the question of 

what we mean by "knowledge of a language". The practical aspect of the study 

was its function in providing a tool for assessment of language data obtained in 

line with the current language acquisition theories of linguistics. 

Since the language obtained from each child was a result of the specific 

orientation of the test, a close examination of the test was made to reveal the 

underlying assumptions of the language test. The study is not an attempt to arrive 

at children's grammar or to explicate their internalized linguistic knowledge or to 

examine the developmental stages of language acquisition among hearing impaired 

children. 
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It is a descriptive study which was based on the observed responses of chil

dren. The systematic and unsystematic linguistic rules of children were formulated 

based on the data obtained. The study shows that children have a well-developed 

linguistic system within which they operate. This linguistic system which is as 

functional as any other system of adults, was validated for the purpose of lan

guage assessment in the study. These systematic and unsystematic linguistic rules 

could be considered observationally adequate. In contrast, a descriptively ade

quate grammar is one which makes correct predictions about the set of unobserved 

sentences. 

So what is this study really about? In short, it could be stated as a descrip

tive study of children's observationally adequate grammar providing a description 

of the observed set of sentences obtained during a language test. 

In this chapter we present a research summary, conclusions and implications 

for researchers and educators. As is true of any descriptive work, generally, the 

study itself consists of conclusions and implications since each anecdote or instance 

refers to an issue. As Brown (1973:403) says, "However, a chapter of conclusions 

will not yield to the simple recapitulation solution. If I say that the whole book is 

the conclusions, that is true, but disappointing ... But, obviously one hopes that .. 

science ought to yield a modest number of general statements which are likely to 

stand up against new evidence and which are more worth keeping in memory than 

the twists and turns of the full plot. So I will take some risks and guess at what 

some of these generalizations with their implicit prophecies should be." 

The best way to summarize this study is by providing a summary of the 

related research to build the background for the study and by posing the research 

questions again and presenting the discussion and main issues that came about 

as a result of the issues raised. The responses to the questions will be presented 

in the order of: (1) significance of the question (2) significance of the results (3) 

implications. 
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5.1 Related Research 

Three areas of literature were reviewed for this study. First, the sociolin

guistic theories which advocate that language development is due to a children's 

interaction with the society and not purely due to innate linguistic structures (Hud

son 1980, Hymes 1984, Trudgill 1983). The meaning and function based views of 

language indicate that learning a language is learning to mean and using a language 

is to serve a function or purpose. From the functionalist's perspective, knowing a 

language doesn't just include grammatical awareness but also how to use language 

appropriately in different situations. Hymes (1971) called it "communicative com

petence" . Thus the trend moved from "linguistic competence" (Chomsky 1965) 

to "communicative competence" (Hymes 1972:282). These developments in the 

field led to examining actual language use in social context (Van Dijk and Kintsch 

1983:2). Widening of contextual horizons implied going beyond the words, phrase 

or sentence level to the social situation in which language is uttered. Especially 

in case of child's language, the interpretation of utterance is more dependent upon 

context or situation since the child's language is more in terms of 'here and now' 

(Brown 1973). In general, sociocultural research shared several notions: (1) Nat

ural conversation is a more authentic source of data than elicited language in a 

reduced context; (2) sentences are not the highest level of analysis; (3) social con

text is relevant to linguistic rules; (4) variability is a component of linguistic rules; 

and (5) language functions are diverse in nature. The main concern was to discover 

systematic rules in each of these areas. "The two aspects of language behavior are 

very important from a social point of view: first, the function of language in estab

lishing social relationship, and second, the role played by language, in conveying 

the information about the speaker" (Trudgill, 1983:14). 

Second, the research on language acquisition and language development 

since 1963 was explored. Different psycholinguistic studies, longitudinal as well 

as crossectional , were reviewed (Braine 1963, Brown 1973, Bloom 1970, Menyuk 

1969, de Villiers 1973). These were the major studies that became the core of the 

future studies. 
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Braine (1963) described how children combined words in their earliest sen

tences. He proposed the model of 'pivot grammar' for child language. Brown 

(1973) studied language development in three children and introduced the term 

'telegraphic speech' for children's early language. He also developed the five stages 

for the study of child language using MLU and age. Bloom's (1970) study of lan

guage development described what the children knew, though how they learnt the 

different linguistic patterns was difficult to answer. Menyuk (1969) in her cross

sectional study of children's language used the generative model of grammar to 

account for syntactic development of language. de Villiers and de Villiers (1973) 

provided evidence for Brown's hypothesis that MLU and age are better predictors 

of the acquisition of grammatical morphemes than either one is alone. 

The comparison of these studies provide data about the process of language 

acquisition. Language acquisition research needs a sound theory concerning the 

analysis of discourse features, because this research considers actual performance, 

that is, utterances used within a given context and situation. The outcomes of 

the research on child language development unify with the sociolinguistic theories 

in one respect: that many of the child's utterances are totally incomprehensible 

without taking the speech event into account. 

Research focussing on hearing impaired children was explored (Skarakis and 

Prutting 1977, Collins-Ahlgren 1975, Quigley and King 1980). The studies suggest 

that language development in hearing impaired children parallels that of the normal 

child but that the rate of the development is delayed in the case of hearing impaired 

children. 

The third area of the literature review involved exploration of studies in 

language assessment. There are several tests of language proficiency and most of 

the structured oral language tests use a text, pictures, toys or a recording as the 

stimulus. The response of the examinee is often limited and unnatural. There is 

little possibility for variation. As Randall Jones (1975:4) puts it, "It is somewhat 

similar to doing archaeological field work by looking at black and white snapshots 

of the site. You can get an idea, but you cannot explore." 



141 

Some of these oral language tests were reviewed (Clay, et al. 1976, Van Der 

Geest 1973, Lee 1974). Meyers (1987) mentions a number of structured techniques 

for eliciting specific linguistic features for informal speech and language assessment. 

She divides the assessment procedures into three sections: (1) standardized mea

sures of oral language, (2) using language samples of the speaker for analysis, (3) 

informal assessment strategies. The philosophy of assessment in the study centers 

around the need to describe the child's comprehension and production of language 

through a developmental investigation of the process of language. 

5.2 Question 1 

How did the children perform on the test, In terms of the grammatical 

categories of the test on which they did not deviate? 

This question was raised to determine the linguistic categories on which 

children matched the expected responses of the test. In other words, it provided us 

with information on the grammatical categories of the test on which children had 

control and did not vary in their responses. This was important to know because 

most language tests are based on deficiency models. Tests are designed to measure 

what it is that the learner does not know for assessment or placement purposes. 

But for a descriptive purpose, we need to know what it is that the learner knows, 

so that one can build on the knowledge base of the learners. 

The results showed that children met the expected responses of the test 

on more 'contentives' than 'functors' categories of the test. This was indicative 

of the role of semantics in grammatical development of 'conventional language 

rules.' The meaning takes precedence over syntactic function of the morphemes. 

Interestingly however, there was a great variation in the usage of these morphemes 

over which children seemed to have good 'control'. For instance, Brad met 50% 

of expected responses for demonstrative pronouns and deviated 50% of the time. 

This confirmed Brown's (1973:78) notion that at any given point of time there is 

great variation among grammatical features in children's language. 
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There is no reason to asswne that every learner acquires a language in 

exactly the same way. Undoubtedly, individual variation does occur among learn

ers. The differences in linguistic capacity of speakers are reflected in the linguistic 

structures they produce. 

This variation in language use stems from the transitional nature of grammar 

which the child learner is using. It has puzzled teachers for a long time how a 

speaker can know something in one context but not know it in another context. 

Such confusion comes from the belief that speaking is word recall. However, words 

in different syntactic and semantic contexts become different entities for speakers. 

Thus children's responses are sometimes consistently inconsistent. 

5.3 Question 2 

According to the criteria (ORA) developed, what were the productive rules 

of deviations for individual children at the time of the test? What were some of 

the systematic regularities in each child's responses? 

This question was primarily asked to validate the individual child's observed 

dialect based on the test. This was done by examining the systematic level of per

formance on different granunatical categories of the test of individual children. As 

a result, a methodology was developed, called Observed Response Analysis (ORA) 

which allowed for the description of children's idiolects, the individual linguistic 

systems within which the children were operating. Thus children were given credit 

for consistent deviations in analyzing their observed responses. In response to this 

question, many issues emerged across. 

(1) Analysis of children's observed responses (deviations) showed that there 

were more omissions than substitutions. Two possible explanations which 

were later confirmed were: (a) considerable redundancy in the expected re

sponses so that omissions reduced the redundancy; and (b) minimization 

of elicited linguistic performance on the test. Most of the substitutions 

were found to be within the same grammatical category. Particularly, all 

occurrences of prepositions were substituted by other prepositions unlike 
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any other functor. This was an interesting observation as prepositions are 

considered as contributing more meaning to the sentence than other func

tors. Owens (1984:268) states, "Errors in choice of functor are always within 

the given functor class and subcategory" (Slobin 1978:427). Thus the child 

may confuse different words within a word class, such as prepositions but 

he rarely confuses words from different classes. Hence, an inappropriate 

preposition may be used but it will not be confused with a pronoun. Also, 

prepositions figure in basic syntactic and semantic relations. They are full 

syllables and can take heavy stress unlike other function words. Slobin 

(1978) noted that overextension is always constrained within semantic lim

its. Inflectional markers or functor words are applied within grammatical 

classes. Thus semantically defined classes take precedence in selection. In 

contrast, purely arbitrary rules are very difficult to master. 

(2) Most of the children in the study who had more hearing loss ((unaided) 

66 dB+) showed more productive deviations. Hearing loss was found to be 

significantly related to the plural form of the copula [are] than to any other 

grammatical category. Irl is a low frequency sound and one of the lowest 

intensity consonants. 

(3) Maximum bound morphemes were omitted which could be explained in 

terms of metrical theory of stress and acoustic prominence. These devia

tions on the obtained sequence of morphemes reflected hearing effect. Visual 

salience was prominent in the morpheme sequence, as adjectives and quan

tifiers were omitted. 

5.4 Question 3 

Incorporating these systematic rules of deviations of the children, how best 

can their responses be assessed in the test? 

Question 2 helped us formulate the individual child's idiolect to give credit to 

the child for his system of developing language. This question becomes important 
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because it allows for recognition of the speaker's system of language and validates 

his or her dialect in assessing linguistic performance. 

The obtained responses were analyzed for syntactic and semantic acceptabil

ity, whether there was a meaning change and for contextual appropriateness. We 

introduced the distinction between grammaticality and acceptability (cf. Chomsky, 

1965:10ff). The former belongs to the level of competence, the latter to the level 

of performance. We defined a grammatical sentence as an abstract object which 

is specified by the grammar as being syntactically well-formed. In contrast, we 

defined an acceptable utterance as a sequence of words which provides (relatively) 

easy access to the underlying grammatical structure. Thus 'acceptability' expresses 

the relations between a given sentence and the judgments of the language users. 

A given expression may be acceptable in one context and situation, and unaccept

able in another. Both grammaticality and acceptability are gradable concepts: a 

sentence may be more or less grammatical, and an utterance may be more or less 

acceptable. 

The data analysis of all the responses showed that most of the children's 

responses were contextually appropriate. Nine out of ten children showed more 

than 60% contextually appropriate and acceptable responses. 

An important issue was raised that a low proportion of deviations (or ob

served responses) is not an indicator of one's linguistic proficiency. Aaron who 

made the least diversions (81) also made the least appropriate responses (49%). 

On the other hand, Trena made the most diversions (209) but about (76%) of her 

responses were contextually appropriate. Thus the goal of the language test should 

not be to minimize the deviations but to elicit contextually appropriate responses. 

The results also indicate that numbers alone could be misleading as one might 

believe that fewer the errors made on a test higher the scores would be. However, 

it is the quality of the errors made that is important for assessment. 
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5.5 Question 4 

What kind of information is provided about the test items by the observed 

responses of children obtained on the test? 

This question was significant for two reasons: (1) similar deviations by differ

ent subjects reflects not only children's linguistic competence but also the validity 

of those test items themselves. (2) Children who were making similar kinds of 

deviations on some specific test items but not on other items provided information 

about the structure of those specific test items. 

Test items were analyzed on which most children made deviations. Some of 

these test items were found to have the following features: Redundancy, elicitation, 

ellipsis, negation and nominalization. These features in the test activities could 

account for the deviation of the responses. These instances showed the importance 

of examining an utterance within its context. 

Some of these responses are within conversational norms and are context 

dependent. The importance of the Hymes model in language analysis is reported 

in Widdowson (1989:129): "The Hymes model covers aspects of language other 

than the narrowly grammatical ones. It accounts for the fact that knowing how to 

use a language involves more than knowing how to compose correct sentences". 

5.6 Question 5 

What was the role of imitation in the observed responses of children and 

the test? 

This question was raised to examine how children responded when asked 

explicitly to imitate the modelled sentence; to find out if children were deviating 

and if so, were these deviations similar to the ones made for prompted responses. 

The results showed that children were making similar deviations as in 

prompted responses though less in number. Most of the deviations were made 

within those grammatical categories which were analysed as 'productive (50% +)' 
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or 'marginal (30-49%)'.The results indicated that children repeated the modelled 

sentences according to their developing system of language. Thus their imitations 

either ignored the language structure which is not yet a part of their repertoire 

of language or the imitations accomodated the structure of the modelled sentence 

with their own system to come up with 'novel' structures that neither matched 

the modelled sentence nor their prompted sentence. The results also showed that 

the ability to produce an 'expanded imitation' may not necessarily imply linguistic 

growth in the child. 

5.7 CONCLUSIONS 

5.8 Major Issues In The Study 

• There was great variation among grammatical features in children's devel

oping language. This was added with individual variation among language 

users. There was no reason to assume that every learner acquires a language 

in exactly the same way. This variation in language showed consistent in

consistencies among children's language. 

• Semantically defined classes took precedence in selection over purely arbi

trary linguistic rules. 

• Children's developing system of language took precedence over adult's sys

tem. 

• Substitutions for prepositions were found to be within the same grammatical 

category. 

• Number of deviations made in the test was not enough to indicate one's 

linguistic proficiency, information about the quality of deviation made was 

also needed to assess the acceptability of the deviation. 

• The linguistic issues related to misinterpretations of test items or test's 

scoring system were found to be cases of ellipsis, negation, conjunction and 

nominalization. 

• It was shown that the ability to produce an 'expanded imitation' may not 

necessarily imply linguistic growth in children. 
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5.9 Issues of Literacy Related to the Study of Oral Language 

Although this study is focussed on the oral language of young children, an 

issue that was raised during the course of the study was the significance of the 

study to literacy development. David Olson (1984:185) associates literacy with 'a 

distinctive form of thought and talk.' Bruner (1983) suggests that full account of 

language acquisition must include both the child's cognitive system for learning the 

language and the society's support system for teaching that language. Therefore, 

given the unity of language and literacy, this study can be said to support literacy 

development as well as language development. 

In the study, children's deviations from the expected responses of the test 

showed that they are active participants in their learning of language rather than 

learning language passively by mere imitation. The imitative responses of the three 

children in the case studies showed that one third of the imitated responses devi

ated from the modelled sentences. Children were using 'their' system of language 

as opposed to the adult system. Children construct - reconstruct language as they 

learn. This psycholinguistic process of language development is parallel to that of 

reading and writing (Goodman 1967, Graves 1983). Researchers realize that be

cause reading is a language process it must be closely associated with oral language 

development. As Olson (1984: 188) reports, " Middle-class parents frequently in

troduce children to books as a means of teaching oral language." There are striking 

similarities between literacy and oral language: 

• Both are functional modes of communication. Just as Halliday (1975) de

scribes learning a language is learning 'how to mean' researchers in reading 

and writing have put emphasis on meaning rather than the form or mechan

ics of it (Goodman 1984 ; Graves 1983; Teale 1982). 

• Both involve'learners as active participants in the learning process. Learners 

construct - reconstruct their hypotheses based on the information given and 

modify or reject the hypotheses as more information is added. 

• Both are cognitive systems which exist as artifacts dependent on social sys

tems. 
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• Olson (1984: 187) mentions, " an awareness of language may be character

ized either as a prerequisite - that is, a predisposition - to literacy or as a 

consequence of learning to read and write." This is a controversial issue 

that relates to metalinguistic awareness. Though children learn a language 

without a metalanguage, they 'cannot' be taught without one. 

There are many more similarities between oral language and literacy. It all 

comes down to the importance of one in the development of the other. Proficiency 

in oral language is not only relevant to speaking but to learning to read and write 

and in expressing meaning more effectively. Olson (1984:189) reports, " The roots 

of literacy lie in how one learns to talk" and the antecedents of literacy lie in the 

knowledge of the language." 

5.10 Recommendations for educators 

There are several issues that relate directly to testing situations which can 

be helpful in interpretation of test results. There are certain precautions to take 

in using results: 

• Any test methodology used for examining some data is limited by its own 

framework. A change in methodology is likely to yield different results. 

Results of a test arise as a consequence of the methodology adopted by the 

test makers. 

• Similarly, measurement of a cognitive construct like language is also affected 

by the way 'language' is defined. Different operational definitions would 

elicit different linguistic features and result in different methodologies for 

data assessment. 

• Knowledge of what children do correctly on language tests is as important as 

what they don't do correctly. If a test is to be used for prescriptive purposes, 

it is beneficial to the child if the recommended instructional program is built 

on the child's current knowledge base. 
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• The unexpected responses on language tests provide as much insight into 

children's linguistic competence as the anticipated responses and scores. An 

analysis of these unexpected responses may be very important to eventual 

instructional program planning. 

5.11 Cautions for interpreting the results of the test 

Language Tests are here to stay because they provide us with crucial in

formation about the students. It is important to know where students stand at a 

given stage of their development; diagnostic tests help us find out before we teach 

something whether the students know it and afterwards whether they have learnt 

it or not (prescriptive). 

When the question is 'Can somebody do something?', the easiest way to test 

is to have them do it. For instance, in order to find out an individual's linguistic 

knowledge, it would take a long time to have somebody perform all the kinds 

of linguistic behaviors. When we start looking at the variation in language use 

within individuals, we see how complex an individual's knowledge is. Considering 

all the socia-linguistic factors, we realize that we can't assume that knowledge of 

a language is as simple and idealized as a grammarian would like it to be. It's 

difficult to elicit all the kinds of linguistic behaviors, thus we are forced to sample. 

In a sample we control the language productions of the individual so that we can 

attain reliability. 

But then we are left with the serious problem of validity. If we are testing 

something, we need to know what it is that we are testing. How can we show that 

this test is a test of what we thought we were testing. 

Language tests involve measuring a subject's knowledge of, and proficiency 

of language. One cannot develop sound language tests without a method of defin

ing what it means to know a language, for until you have decided what you are 

measuring, you cannot claim to have measured it: "FUndamental to the prepara

tion of valid tests of language proficiency is a theoretical question: What does it 

mean to know a language? (Spolsky 19S9 : 140)." 
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The doubts and uncertainities in measuring the validity of a language test 

will always be there because"any language test is by its very nature inauthentic, 

abnormal language behavior, for the test taker is being asked not to answer a 

question giving information but to display knowledge or skill" (Spolsky :1984:39). 

What is important is that we continue to communicate those uncertainities and 

doubts with anyone who will use the results of these tests, and avoid the claims of 

absolute prediction that so many tests seem to make. 

The biggest dilemma of language assessment lies in the validity of the con

struct to be measured which is language. Despite the increased popularity of 

research on language development and linguistic assessment, some fundamental 

problems persist. First, there is no consensus on what it means to know a language. 

Some researchers equate it with ability to communicate, whereas others argue that 

it is the subconscious (tacit) knowledge of grammatical rules. It is important to 

note that the way a researcher defines this construct influences the subsequent 

choices of measures, training, diagnostic components and educational objectives. 

The efficiency of the skill to be tested must be determined by the functional nature 

of that skill which in this case is communication. Language is an active process in 

which speakers display their sophistication as functional psycholinguists. Language 

is not just imitation or word recall. 

A theory of language will have a limited but specific contribution to make to 

an overall theory. In particular, a theory of language will be a necessary component 

in our explanation of the L1 acquisition of formal properties of grammar, such as 

syntax, morphology and phonology in language tests. A theory of language test 

will have to be modular, with a theory of language as one of many component 

modules. 

The discussion has attempted to give an indication of the range of theoretical 

models which underlie many current sociolinguistic approaches and to identify some 

of the issues which they have generated. There are many theories and approaches 

in language acquisition and sociolinguistic studies which can be used for language 

assessment. However, as the philosopher of science, Feyerabend, (1974:14) warns 

of research in the social sciences: 



151 

"You can be a good empiricist only if you are prepared to work with many 

alternative theories rather than with a single point of view and 'experience'. 

This plurality of theories must not be regarded as a preliminary stage of 

knowledge which will at some time in the future be replaced by the One 

True Theory." 

5.12 Implications for Researchers 

As the study evolved, several new issues, ideas and questions arose. The 

study opened up new windows and gave passage for new areas of research. The 

issues that could be handled by the research methodology were dealt with; however, 

several remained unanswered because of the limited data, methodology and scope of 

the study. Research tied to the following issues may lead to a greater understanding 

of children's language and language tests: 

(1) A major area of interest which could not be explored in the study related 

to the literacy development of these children since no data were available 

on their reading and writing achievements. It would be interesting to inves

tigate the relationship of proficiency in reading and writing to proficiency 

in oral language. This is important specially for hearing impaired children 

who are less likely to hear unstressed morphemes or high frequency sounds. 

Proficiency in literacy could have a different effect on children's oral lan

guage. 

(2) Another issue involved comparing the language proficiency of normal hear

ing children to hearing impaired children. A replication of this study with 

hearing children, analysing their deviations on the test using Observed Re

sponse Analysis (ORA), could reveal some of the differences between the 

two groups in terms of grammatical morpheme development. 

(3) A third issue is the relationship of language data obtained on GAEL test 

to spontaneous speech of hearing impaired children. Examining the various 

grammatical categories and syntactic structures used in the two data sets 
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could identify whether linguistic 'errors' were similar or different, and could 

compare the language samples complexity of the two. 

(4) ORA was used to explain the speaker's use of language and their psychologi

cal nature of language development. Once educators allow their understand

ings to be informed by students' diversions, new concerns about language 

and language use must be addressed. For example, when Jeany substitutes 

[WHICH] for 'what' in two out of three instances in the test or [GETTING] 

for 'putting', it becomes obvious that she substitutes one for the other in 

some grammatical settings, and not others, and that she substitutes when 

there are some relationships being expressed, but not others. Through such 

analysis, one learns a great deal about language and how users use it. 

5.13 Summary 

The global issue was that linguistic performance alone was not sufficient 

for interpreting the responses for some of the test items. The most important 

component that contributed to interpreting the utterances was the context in which 

it occurred. More specifically, the context could be described in terms of (1) prior 

linguistic discourse (2) visual salience. Attention should be given to the context in 

which the speech occurred as further clues to its grammatical structure, meaning, 

and appropriateness. A syntactic and semantic description of a language in and by 

itself is only useful as a first step to identify all those phenomena that playa role in 

language and language behavior. The factors which cannot be explained by purely 

linguistic notions must be dealt with by sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics. 

The observed responses on the GAEL test did not result only from a lack 

of linguistic knowledge in the children; rather, they also resulted from a different 

interpretation of the test items or as a function of a different linguistic system or 

as a result of the methodology. 

Children who answered test questions differently were often performing the 

very cognitive operation being tested by the questions. For instance, when Jeany 

said, 'These pictures are ugly' for 'These pictures are not pretty', the child was 
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actually performing a more complex linguistic act than the test required, i.e., sub

stituting a negated phrase with a more appropriate lexical item. This retrieval 

of a new lexical item is cognitively more demanding and morphologically a more 

complex form of negation. In generative grammar, semantically the lexical item 

[ugly] would be treated as the sum of its semantic primitives [NOT + PRETTY]. 

The responses showed that it is not sufficient merely to classify errors in 

some superficial way, as is often done, into errors of omission, transposition, or 

addition; rather, it requires a deeper analysis of errors leading to an understanding 

or explanation of a possible reason for the error. As Corder (1981:52) states, "Only 

when we know why an error has been produced can we set about correcting it in 

a systematic way." The analysis of the deviations in this research has a positive 

import with a function in learning strategy. 'Errors' constitute valuable feedback 

in the teaching process. 

The analysis of imitative responses showed that children's linguistic system 

took precedence over the modelled language. There were both lexical and gram

matical variations in imitative speech. These deviations in imitative responses 

occur because the child is reformulating the modelled utterance according to her 

own rules and current linguistic knowledge of the language. Children's language is 

operating according to their linguistic schema. Thus their imitations either ignore 

the language structure which is not yet a part of their repertoire of language or they 

accomodate them to their system to come up with novel structures that neither 

match the modelled utterance nor the prompted ones. 
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APPENDIX I - GAEL Test Transcript 

Jean S. Moog, M.S. Prfnclpal 
Ann e. Ge.,., Ph.D. DIrector or ClinIc. 

PROMPTED 

Actlvltw 11 
I. Thai Is Daddy. 

:z. Thai Is a boy. 

3. Thai Is another boy. 

4. Thai Is another dog 

5. Thai Is another girl 

Actlvltw 21 
8. Mommy walked. 

7. Daddy ran. 
8. lThet baby (ell 

O. Thai boy turned (arounCU 

I o. Thai Slrt ran. 
I I. Thai dog (ea. 

1:Z. TWO dogs jumped. 

I 3. Three 8IrIS walked. 

I 4. TWo boys (ell 

15. Mommy and Daddy walked. 

I 8. The boy and llhet 8IrI turned (MOund.) 

I 7. The boy ran and rei. 

18. Mommy turned (arO\.ll'Kl and jumped 

Acdvllp Sa 
10. Who Jumped? 

:ZOo Who rei? 

:z I. Who walked? 

Nlme ________________________ _ 

81rthdlle ___________ CA ____ _ 

SChoot ___________ _ 

examiner ___________ Olle ____ _ 

IMITATED 

Actlvltw II 
I. '111al Is Daddy. 

:Z. '111al Is a boy. 

3. '111al Is another boy. 

4. Ttlal Is another dog 

5. Thai Is anoth0r Slrl 

Acdvltw 2: 
6. Mommy walked. 

7. Daddy ran. 
8. !111et baby (ell 

g. Thai boy rumect (around) 

10. Thai gJrt ran. 
I I. '111al dOlI (ell 

1:2. TWo dogs jumped 

13. Ttlree SIlts walked. 

I 4. TWo boys (ell 

15. Mommy and Daddy walked. 

18. Ttle boy and (thet Slrt turned (around.) 

I 7. The boy ran and (ell 

18. Mommy turned (around) and jumped. 

Activity Sa 
10. Who jumped? 

:20. Who (ell? 

:2 I. Who walked? 
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APPENDIX II - GAEL Score Sheet 
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Pra~lIdurll I 

APPENDIX III - Transformation Form 
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