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ABSTRACT 

This study is an analysis of selected syntactic struc

tures of bilingual third-grade public school children who scored 

either high or low on a state mandated reading test administered 

in Arizona in 1972. 

The study tested the applicability of an individual in

terview technique (developed by Carol Chomsky in 1969) to the 

investigation of language variability in selected groups of bi

lingual children. The questions asked were: Is there a differ

ence between the designated groups of bilingual children in 

regard to the linguistic structures tested? If so, how can the 

differences be described? 

A comparative study of monolingual children, matched with 

the bilingual population of the study, also was made. 

The four syntactic constructions investigated were con

cerned with: 

1. Interpretation of the words "ask" and "tell," and 

interpretation of "ask-question" sentences which violate the 

general principle of minimal distance for determination of the 

implicit subject of a complement verb. 

2. Interpretation of "promise" sentences which violate 

the general principle of minimal distance for determination of 

the implicit subject of a complement verb. 
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3. Interpretation of syntactically complex sentences in 

which the underlying relationships are not expressed in the sur

face structure. 

4. Interpretation of restricted pronominal reference to 

nonidentity. 

The research hypothesis tested for each syntactic struc

ture investigated was that there was a difference between the 

bilingual children who scored high in measured reading achieve

ment and the bilingual children who scored low in measured read

ing achievement in knowledge of the structure. 

Study groups met selection criteria related to age, grade 

level, measured intelligence, socioeconomic level, language 

spoken in the home, years spent in the same school, general 

health, and absence of special education problems. 

Thirty-two children were interviewed individually. Four 

interview sequences were administered during one interview ses

sion. The entire interviews were tape recorded for transcription 

and linguistic analysis at a later time. 

From the research, the following conclusions could be 

drawn. First, children who scored high in measured reading 

achievement knew the test constructions significantly better than 

the children who measured low in reading achievement. Second, 

there was almost no difference between the matched groups of 

monolingual and bilingual children in knowledge of the test 

structures. Third, children measuring low in reading achievement 

and failing the three syntactic structures which had been found 
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in earlier studies to be related more closely to individual rate 

of development than to age, also generally failed the test of the 

o n e  a g e - r e l a t e d  s t r u c t u r e .  F o u r t h ,  a n  h y p o t h e s i z e d  o r d e r  o f  d e 

velopment within structures was applied with success to the in

terview data. Fifth, an order of acquisition among three of the 

syntactic structures was substantiated only in the groups of 

children who scored high in reading achievement. Sixth, the 

designated interview techniques were effective in defining dif

ferences among the study groups. Seventh, a relationship between 

reading and oral language was supported by the data in the study: 

the child who had not yet learned the tested structures generally 

had not performed well on the standardized reading test. 

This study substantiated earlier research findings of 

both the orderly sequence of acquisition of syntactic structures 

and the advent of acquisition of some structures based more on 

individual rate of linguistic development than on age. 

Educational implications of the study's conclusions in

clude (1) the need for teacher education programs which incor

porate language structure and language acquisition research 

findings in order to increase teachers' knowledge of children's 

linguistic development, linguistic differences in children, and 

the relationship between oral language development and reading 

achievement; and (2) the need for classroom teachers who can 

utilize means for working with groups of children who are matur

ing linguistically at various rates. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE PROBLEM 

The challenge of understanding the educational needs of 

individual children and of applying the variety of materials and 

technology available for individualized approaches to learning 

focuses the attention of educators more and more on the impor

tance of an intimate knowledge of child development, and espe

cially language development. Specific knowledge of differences 

in what and in how children learn may be the key to helping all 

children learn. 

A current educational trend toward diagnosis using cri

terion tests instead of evaluation using normative devices places 

further emphasis on developmental sequence and individualized 

programs to assist the child in progressing at his own rate and 

in his own style. If language development programs are to be 

designed for individualized learning, in-depth analysis of lan

guage systems and language learning processes appears to be a 

necessary prerequisite. For the bilingual child, cultural varia

tions which may influence his learning must also be examined, and 

central of these cultural variations may be linguistic varia

tions . 

1 
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In short, refinement of language processes and ameliora

tion of language deficiencies, in order to be reduced to the sub-

objectives and terminology of the elementary school classroom, 

demand detailed linguistic definition and description. As re

search describes more patterns of language acquisition and devel

opment, the educator can become better informed of language 

expectations for children. Demands on decoding and encoding for 

individual children perhaps can be judged precisely; individual

ized language development programs perhaps can be adapted to the 

competence and performance levels of each child; excessive lin

guistic demands on children perhaps can be avoided. 

This study is an analysis of selected syntactic struc

tures of bilingual elementary school children who scored either 

high or low on a state mandated reading test administered in Ari

zona in January of 1972. 

The interview techniques employed in this study are those 

designed by Carol Chomsky (1969) to investigate the language of 

children for the purpose of determining the nature of some as

pects of their language development from ages five to ten. 

Chomsky tentatively identified several sequential stages of de

velopment of selected syntactic structures in English, finding 

some structure acquisition closely related to age and some not. 

A summary of Chomsky's research is included in Chapter 2, The 

Review of Related Literature. In Chapters 4 and 5 the findings 

of the present study are compared with those of Chomsky. 
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Although Carol Chomsky's findings must be considered ten

tative, especially since her research population consisted of 

only forty children, her investigative techniques appear to suc

ceed in defining differences in the linguistic competence of 

English-speaking, monolingual elementary school age children at 

various developmental stages in regard to the particular struc

tures studied. 

The present seminal study tested the applicability of the 

Chomsky interview techniques in the investigation of language 

variability in selected groups of bilingual children to determine 

if the techniques could identify and define linguistic differ

ences in those groups. The questions asked were: Is there a 

difference between the designated groups of bilingual children in 

regard to the linguistic structures tested? If so, how can the 

differences be described? 

Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this research was to describe selected 

syntactic characteristics of bilingual third grade children in 

two groups which had scored at widely different levels in mea

sured reading achievement. 

Specifically the research objectives were: 

1. To investigate each child's interpretation of the 

words "ask" and "tell." 



2. To investigate each child's interpretation of sen

tences which violate the general principle of minimal distance 

for determination of the implicit subject of a complement verb. 

3. To investigate each child's interpretation of syntac

tically complex sentences in which underlying grammatical rela

tions are not expressed directly in the surface structure. 

4. To investigate each child's interpretation of re

stricted pronominal reference to nonidentity. 

5. To describe in relation to the four above investiga

tions (1-4) the linguistic characteristics of a group of bilin

gual children who score high in reading achievement. 

6. To describe in relation to the four above investiga

tions (1-4) the linguistic characteristics of a group of bilin

gual children who score low in reading achievement. 

7. To describe in relation to the four above investiga

tions (1-4) the similarities and differences of the two groups of 

bilingual children, those who score high in reading achievement 

and those who score low in reading achievement. 

8. To determine for each investigatory measurement (1-4) 

if there is a statistical difference between the two groups of 

bilingual children, those who score high in reading achievement 

and those who score low in reading achievement. 

9. To describe the similarities and differences in the 

identified linguistic characteristics of the two groups of bilin

gual children, those who score high in reading achievement and 
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those who score low in reading achievement, and the similarly 

identified linguistic characteristics of a matched comparison 

group of monolingual English-speaking children, those who score 

high in reading achievement and those who score low in reading 

achievement. 

The "selected linguistic characteristics" are certain 

linguistic structures which theoretically can be identified at 

different levels of grammatical complexity. "Complexity" is de

fined informally as the degree to which a rule is generally ap

plied; structures associated with exceptional rules and lexical 

items are considered more complex. The more complex structures 

are hypothesized to be acquired later. 

"Bilingual" is used simply to describe a child in whose 

home Spanish, or English and Spanish, were spoken and had been 

spoken through his life. 

"Widely different levels" refers to the top and bottom 

one-fourth of scores in the selected schools on the standardized 

reading achievement test, the Metropolitan Achievement Test 

(Metro 70), Reading, Primary Battery II, Form G (1969), adminis

tered to the children in January of 1972. 

"Knowledge" is defined as competence as characterized by 

transformational grammar. (See Chapter 2, The Review of Related 

Research.) 



CHAPTER 2 

THE REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH 

A relationship between oral language and reading is gen

erally accepted by educational researchers. Research studies 

linking oral language and reading are numerous. In Gertrude 

Hildreth's summary of some of these studies the following re

search conclusions were indicated: 

Children [in this study.] moving into a new dialect 
area tend to lag a year or more behind others in reading 
in spite of regular attendance. The retardation can be 
ascribed primarily to oral language differences [Braz-
ziel 1962J. 

Poor readers were often found to come from homes 
where a foreign language was the major means of commu
nication [Ladd 1933J . 

Speech immaturities in young children were linked 
with reading backwardness [Vernon 1957] . 

In regard to the retarded child, each child develops 
in language at about the rate of his general mental 
growth, and progress in learning to read and write de
pends upon the child's rate of maturation in language 
[Kirk 1940J (in. Hildreth 1964, pp. 172-178). 

A more recent survey of research indicating a relation

ship between oral language and reading was compiled by Robert B. 

Ruddell for Elementary English (1966) and for the National Coun

cil of Teachers of English publication Research in Oral Language 

(1967). 

6 
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In 1972 in a statewide survey of significant correlates 

of reading achievement as measured by the Metropolitan Test 

(1969), the Arizona Department of Education also found spoken 

language and reading to be related. The following thirteen var

iables were included in the survey: 

1. Ethnic Group 

2. Language Spoken at Home 

3. General Ability to Do School Work 

4. Socio-Economic Status 

5. Formal Student Pre-Sehool Experience 

6. Basic Reading Program 

7. Basic Phonics Program 

8. Minutes Per Day Reading Instruction 

9. Teacher Aide Availability 

10. Teacher Holds Bachelor's Degree From 

11. Teacher Holds Master's Degree From 

12. Teacher Exposure to Actual Reading Instruction 
Courses 

13. Student Sex 

Of these thirteen factors surveyed, only four were found 

to"be significant correlates of reading achievement as measured 

by the Metropolitan Test: 

1. Ethnic Group 

2. Language Spoken at Home 

3. General Ability to Do School Work 

4. S5cio-Economic Status 
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The present study sought to describe and define some of 

the linguistic differences subsumed under the broad category of 

"Language Spoken at Home," which, as such, provides no guidance 

to the classroom teacher who needs to know what it is about lan

guage spoken at home that affects reading achievement and what he 

can do to ameliorate differences which adversely affect the 

learning of reading skills and processes, and, in all probabil

ity, other academic achievements as well. 

The ensuing review of related research is subdivided into 

two areas of concern to the present study. The first section 

deals with a survey of language theories and techniques of re

search; and the second, with the specific linguistic research of 

Carol Chomsky (1969, 1972), whose interview processes were fol

lowed in the present study. 

Language Research Theories and Techniques 

Few language studies prior to 1960 (except those relating 

to phonetics) applied techniques of modern linguistic science to 

their investigations. Traditional grammatical categories limited 

the scope of early studies, and the ambiguity of traditional 

grammar fostered ambiguity of research terminology and concepts . 

Although some noteworthy information regarding such elements as 

sentence length, frequency of occurrence of parts of speech, and 

ratio of subordinate clauses to main clauses was produced, little 

could be garnered from these early studies for application to 

language development programs in the elementary schools. Reviews 
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of the early research and literature on language development can 

be found in McCarthy (1954) and Carroll (1960). 

Most language researchers since 1960 have availed them

selves of modern linguistic theory and research. Recent major 

studies which have applied systems of analysis derived from 

structural linguistics are those of Loban (1961, 1963, 1964), 

Strickland (1962), Hocker (1963), Riling (1965), and Sam and 

Stine (1965). The increased precision of the descriptive system 

of structural grammar and its intrinsic relationship to primary 

oral language is reflected in the studies of children's language 

which employ structural grammar. Although some ambiguity of 

terminology and methodology persists throughout these studies, 

making comparative analysis among the studies difficult, re

searchers such as Loban and Strickland have made a concerted ef

fort to obtain up-to-date expert opinions on linguistic findings 

pertinent to language development studies. 

The effects of structural grammar in the classroom can be 

seen in language development exercises such as those requiring 

slot filling and those calling for sentence expansion through the 

addition of descriptive words and the like, in school programs 

which teach about language described structurally, and in many 

English-as-a-second-language programs. Paul Roberts' (1962, 1967) 

books on descriptive linguistics and sentence patterns are still 

popular and useful in classrooms. 
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Cogent reviews of some major studies of language develop

ment in children based on structural grammar can be found in 

O'Donnell, Griffin, and Norris (1967). 

With the publication of Noam Chomsky's Syntactic Struc

tures in 1957, and work deriving from it, a radically different 

grammatical theory became available to the language researcher. 

Where the structuralists strive for a scientifically objective 

description of language form based on the natural language as 

spoken, the new generative transformationalists aim "to describe 

the specialized form of knowledge that we bring to bear in the 

comprehension and production of sentences (McNeill 1970, 

p. 144)." 

In the theory of generative-transformational grammar 

(hereafter referred to simply as transformational grammar) a 

fundamental distinction is made between competence, the speaker-

hearer's knowledge of his language, and performance, the actual 

use of language in concrete situations (Noam Chomsky 1965, p. 4). 

According to Noam Chomsky, "A grammar of a language purports to 

be a description of the ideal speaker-hearer's intrinsic compe

tence (1965, p. 4)." In the same volume, he noted that "a gen

erative grammar is not a £ prescriptive J model for a speaker or 

hearer. It attempts to characterize in the most neutral possible 

terms the knowledge of the language that provides the basis for 

actual use of language by a speaker-hearer (1965, p. 9)." 
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The study of transformational grammar is the study of the 

abstract concept of "sentence." The transformational grammarian 

is engaged in formulating "the most economical and coherent sys

tem of explicit rules adequate to characterize all the grammati

cally well-formed sentences possible in a particular language 

(O'Donnell and others 1967, p. 15)." 

In recent research on language acquisition it has 
been hypothesized that this linguistic knowledge {com
petence j is what the child acquires over the develop
mental period. It has been further hypothesized that 
structural descriptions of the utterances produced and 
understood by children at various stages of development 
will describe this knowledge and lead to a better un
derstanding of relationships between this acquisition 
and developing physiological and psychological func
tions £performance J (Menyuk 1971, p. xiv). 

This comment is included in Paula Menyuk's preface to her 

recent book The Acquisition and Development of Language, a cur

rent, comprehensive summary of hundreds of publications related 

to language development from the perspective of transformational 

grammar. 

Transformational grammar describes three major components 

for analysis of the sentence as the basic unit of communication: 

ba'se structure rules, transformation rules, and a lexicon (Jacobs 

and Rosenbaum 1968). The grammar is based on the assumption that 

sentences are variations (transformations) of a few basic sen

tence patterns that are simple, active voice statements (base 

structure rules, or basic sentence patterns) (Thompson 1970). 

The transformations are accomplished through operations of 
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addition, deletion, substitution, and permutation. The lexicon 

is a dictionary which lists the characteristic features of words 

in the language as they function in sentences. 

Language development studies using a transformational 

grammar base characteristically investigate the sequence and mode 

of acquisition of base structures, transformation rules, and lex

ical features . Most of these studies are concerned with infant 

and preschool language growth and only a few pertain to bilin-

gualism (Baratz 1969, Cohen 1966). Some recent studies, however, 

are focusing on the language development of the elementary school 

age child. Menyuk noted that although a school age child "is 

observing syntactic, semantic, and phonological rules which are 

both universal in nature and specific to his language . . . fur

ther development takes place and continues to do so for some time 

to come (1971, p. 126)." What is the nature of these later de

velopments? The present study concerns itself specifically with 

syntactic development of the language of the elementary school 

age child, and in this regard Menyuk discussed in her chapter on 

"The Development of Syntax" several studies of interest to the 

educator. 

In a study of children ages three through seven, Menyuk 

found that "differences could be observed over the age range in 

type of deviance from base structure context-sensitive rules 

(1963, p. 418)." Context-sensitive rules are those unique forms 

having "omissions of restrictions which are obligatory once a 
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structure has been optionally chosen (Menyuk, p. 418)." Another 

study by Menyuk of children in the same age range (three through 

seven) revealed "that changes occurred in the number of children 

using the various transformational structures, and changes oc

curred in the types of deviation from the completely well-formed 

structures (1971, p. 140)." 

She further observed that: 

By age 3 all of the base structure rules for the gen
eration of sentences from single underlying strings are 
used by all of the children outside of context-sensitive 
rules. Not all the transformational structures, however, 
are being used by all children at this age.... Per
mutation ... is a transformational operation which is 
used .by fewer of the younger children and more of the 
older children, but is still not used by all of the chil
dren at the end of the age range (1971, pp. 140-141). 

Menyuk concluded from her own studies as well as the re

search of others, that number of rules to derive a structure can

not alone explain the complexity which dictates sequence of 

acquisition of structure. Other aspects of the structures, some 

as yet undiscovered or perhaps grammatically analyzed differently 

from the child's grammatical analysis, may account for the order 

of structural acquisition. 

O'Donnell, Griffin, and Norris (1967) of George Peabody 

College observed the frequency of various specified sentence pat

terns within T-units in spoken and written stores of 180 white, 

middle-class children in six grade groups in Murfreesboro, Ten

nessee. The "T-unit" refers to the Minimal Terminable Syntactic 

Unit (also used by Hunt 1964, 1965, and others), defined as one 



main clause plus all the subordinate clauses attached to it. The 

grade groups investigated were kindergarten, first, second, 

third, fifth, and seventh. The Peabody team concluded: 

This study . . . appears to justify an intuitive re
luctance to regard gross word-count very seriously as a 
measure of language mastery in school age children. . . . 
It shows that development of power to manipulate syntac
tic structures is very imperfectly reflected in compari
sons of mean length of total responses at various grade 
levels. Evidently, development of syntactic control may 
be most clearly marked at stages where increases in total 
wordage are least notable, and vice versa (O'Donnell and 
others 1967, p. 97). 

The Peabody team suggested as a measure of linguistic 

maturity "a computation of the relative frequency of all sentence-

combining transformations, including subordinate clauses--but ex

cluding main-clause coordination (O'Donnell and others 1967, 

p. 97)." Such computation by types of operations is complicated 

by semantic relationships and by context-sensitive rules, both 

of which require structural variations of transformational opera

tions . 

Shifts in usage at grade levels were identified in the 

O'Donnell, Griffin, Norris (1967) study. Little change in syn

tactic competence occurred at the kindergarten level; rapid 

changes occurred in nursery school, first grade, and seventh 

grade. There was a corresponding increase in use of deviant 

structures during these periods of rapid change. "Distinct and 

dramatic" differences were found in the syntax of speech and 

writing in grades three, five, and seven, the grades from which 

writing samples were collected. In grade three the children 
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indicated weaker syntactic control in writing than in speaking. 

In grades five and seven advances in the control of syntax were 

accelerated in writing far beyond those in speech (O'Donnell and 

others 1967). 

Studies attempting to assess a child's syntactic compe

tence without reference to language production have been rare and 

have been limited primarily to two techniques*, picture identifi

cation and repetition of sentences (Menyuk 1971). Both tech

niques set limits for scope of research and application of 

conclusions. Picture stimuli test only those syntactic struc

tures picturable (Fraser, Bellugi, and Brown 1963). Although 

repetition allows for testing a range of structures, with this 

technique language production and its concommitant psychological 

processes may obscure a valid assessment of the child's knowledge 

of language rules. The structures of sentences which can be re

peated by speakers of various ages can nevertheless be fruitfully 

studied (Slobin and Welsh 1967), as can the hearer-speaker's 

types of alterations in structure from stimulus sentences to re

sponses . The results of repetition studies (Fraser and others 

1963, Smith 1966, Slobin and Welsh 1967, Menyuk 1969) generally 

concur in the conclusion that syntactic structure of the stimulus 

affects accuracy of response, while, within limits, length of 

stimulus utterance does not. 
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The Chomsky Studies 

In 1969 Carol Chomsky studied syntactic competence in 

children five to ten years of age with a third technique--having 

children interpret different structures by asking them questions 

about content. Language production interference was reduced by 

using the manipulation of objects and figures and the identifica

tion of pictures. Understanding of the structures and concepts 

of the content questions asked was pretested in specially devised 

practice sentences. 

Menyuk (1971) presented Carol Chomsky's techniques as 

promising and offered corroborating evidence for some of her 

findings. 

In a review of the 1969 study, Eve V. Clark commented: 

Chomsky is one of the first to have studied children 
aged 5.0 and over, and to have demonstrated that they 
have by no means completed the process of language ac
quisition . . . she has developed an excellent technique 
for investigating the child's knowledge of language . . . 
she has shown that developmental stages can be studied 
without collecting longitudinal data. More specifically, 
she has contributed a significant body of data on the in
terpretations of various predicate complement structures 
in English made by five- to ten-year-olds (1971, p. 748). 

The interview design of the Carol Chomsky 1969 study was 

used in the present research; therefore, her study will be dis

cussed here in further detail. 

The study sample consisted of forty children, ages five 

to ten, from a middle-class New England school. There were eight 

children from each grade studied, kindergarten through fourth. 

Carol Chomsky stated that some children in the school were from 
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"widely varying socioeconomic backgrounds (1969, p. 21)." The 

sample was chosen by the children's teachers, who were instructed 

to select "a cross section of children in terms of background and 

ability; four average, two above average, and two below (1969, 

P. 21)." 

Each child was interviewed individually with a previously 

tested child in attendance for one interview sequence (Ask/Tell) 

to facilitate its administration. The interviews were tape re

corded for later transcription and analysis. 

The stated purpose of the interviews was "to test the 

child's knowledge of syntactic structures by investigating his 

ability to interpret Ss £sentencesj exhibiting these structures 

(Carol Chomsky 1969, p. 23)." Explication of the specific struc

tures included in the Carol Chomsky study and in the present re

search is contained in the detailed descriptions of each 

interview (see Chapter 4). Briefly, knowledge of rules of gram

mar at various hypothesized levels of complexity was investigated. 

Generally applicable rules were expected to be learned first, 

with the more complex exceptional rules following. Exceptional 

rules associated with specific lexical items were expected to be 

learned late. (See Carol Chomsky 1969 for complete review of 

grammatic theory.) 

The Carol Chomsky study was especially concerned with 

predicate complement structures and with the Minimal Distance 

Principle (MDP), a general characteristic of English predicate 
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complements. The MDP states that "the implicit subject of the 

complement verb is the NP fnoun phrase] most closely preceding 

it (Carol Chomsky 1969, p. 10)." For example, in the sentence 

"The teacher required Mary to finish the examination." 

the subject of the complement (to finish the examination) is 

Mary, the first noun phrase to the left of the complement. This 

sentence conforms to the MDP. "Promise" and sometimes "ask" are 

two of a small number of English verbs which are exceptions to 

the MDP. 

With the above example, compare 

"Mary asked the teacher what to do about the examination." 

and 

"Mary promised the teacher to finish the examination." 

In both of these sentences the subject of the complement is Mary, 

not the noun phrase closest to the complement verb. Sentences 

with "promise" and "ask" (when it means to question) do not con

form to the MDP; therefore, sentences containing these exceptions 

to the general rules are considered more complex than those which 

conform to the MDP. 

As McNeill explained in his summary of Carol Chomsky's 

(1969) study: 

Sentences with "promise" and "ask" are more complex 
than sentences with "know" or "tell." To understand 
them a child must not only be able to recognize that the 
complement has a hidden subject but also that the sub
ject is--in contradiction to a general rule--the first 
NP of the main clause. Inasmuch as it takes time for 
children to restrict general rules in the acquisition of 
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language, we would expect them to apply the MDP before 
they discover the exceptions to the MDP. When told to 
"ask Mary what to feed the doll" a child who knows the 
MDP but not that "ask" is an exception should say some
thing like "what are you going to feed the doll?" not 
"what should I feed the doll?" Similarly, if asked 
who will do the feeding in "John promised Mary to feed 
the doll," a child who knows the MDP but not that 
"promise" is an exception should say "Mary." Such 
confusions are exactly what Chomsky found. 

The course of acquisition is interesting. In the 
case of "promise" all children above five know about 
the MDP. Some as young as five also know that "prom
ise" is an exception to the MDP while others as old as 
ten do not. There seems to be no age at which all 
children discover that "promise" requires the MDP to 
be violated. A similar history exists for "ask" in 
that again there is no age by which all children ac
quire full knowledge of how to use the verb. £Some 
adults have not acquired complete knowledge of particu
lar forms.3 Some as young as five never make mistakes, 
others as old as ten always make mistakes. The situa
tion with "ask," however, is more complicated than with 
"promise," because at first children interpret "ask" as 
"tell." In response to the instruction "ask Mary what 
to put in the box" a child may tell Mary what to put in 
the b >--a doll, for instance. In this case the MDP is 
appliec, 1 at because the child has interpreted "ask" as 
"tell" there is no reason it should not apply. Only 
later do children actually ask a question when in
structed in this way, and then it is possible to ob
serve incorrect applications of the MDP--"what are you 
going to put in the box?" (McNeill 1970, p. 100). 

The "ask" constructions comprise one interview sequence 

of the study; the "promise" constructions a second. A third se

quence is concerned with basic grammatical relations not immedi

ately obvious in the surface order of the sentence: 

(7)* John is eager to see. 

(8) John is easy to see. 

*The sentence numbers refer to the designation given the 
same examples in the interview sequences discussed later. 
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In (7), John is the subject of the complement verb; in 

(8) John is not the subject of the complement verb, although the 

surface structures appear to be identical in the two sentences. 

Sentence (8) is hypothesized to be more complex and the rules for 

its interpretation are expected to be learned later than those 

for sentence (7). Carol Chomsky (1969) expected the younger 

children to generally answer incorrectly and the older children 

to answer correctly, the number of wrong answers dropping with 

age. This is what happened, although a few children up to age 

eight had not yet mastered this construction. Individual compe

tence (in contrast to age) affects success on this specialized 

construction, as it does with the "ask" and "promise" construc

tions . 

The fourth interview is concerned with the rules of pro

nominal reference. Sentences such as 

(10) John knew that he was going to win the race, 

are ambiguous, since the pronoun may refer to John or to another 

noun phrase not named in the sentence. 

In contrast, pronominal reference is restricted to a noun 

phrase outside of the sentence in such sentences as 

(14) He knew that John was going to win the race. 

Carol Chomsky (1969) hypothesized that unrestricted pro

nominal reference would be learned first and unrestricted refer

ence would be applied to restricted structures by children who 

had not yet learned the latter, more complex structure. The 
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findings of the final interviev; sequence contrast with those of 

the first three. "With very few exceptions, children above 5.6 

in our sample know the construction, and children below 5.6 do 

not.... What distinguishes this acquisition from the others 

most significantly is the rapidity and uniformity with which it 

apparently takes place (Carol Chomsky 1969, p. 116)." Correla

tion of the knowledge of rules for pronominal reference with age 

is explained in the final summary of her study. 

. . . the rules for pronominal reference are con
siderably more basic and more general than the rules 
underlying our other constructions. The rules for 
"promise" and "ask" are specific ones applying to a 
particular word. The rule for "easy to see" is of a 
more general structural nature, but again pertains 
to, or is signaled by, the word "easy" and others of 
its class. 

The rules for pronominal reference are qualita
tively different. They pertain to no specific word or 
class of words, but derive from principles which apply 
to whole Ss, very generally, on the basis of their 
structure. In order to learn them the child must deal 
with a general principle, rather than with lexical ex
ceptions (Chomsky 1969, p. 109). 

Summarizing the high correlation of successes for indi

vidual children in the first three interviews, Carol Chomsky 

concluded the following about acquisition: "This correlation 

indicates that linguistic development apparently proceeds at a 

comparable rate for a variety of structures, and that in terms 

of acquisition, rate of development is, within limits, a stronger 

factor than age (1969, p. 117)," 

Furthermore, her hypotheses about order of acquisition 

were substantiated, as exceptional syntactic information was 
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acquired later than general information. All of her subjects 

knew the MDP and that English pronouns are ambiguous. Many of 

her subjects, however, did not know the more complex exceptions 

to these general rules. Her conclusions are in accord with Brown 

and Fraser's observation that the developmental sequence in lan

guage is best seen as "a Guttman scale with performances follow

ing an invariant order but not pegged to particular ages. The 

sequences can be covered at varying rates of speed (1964, p. 72)." 

A second Carol Chomsky study published in 1972 again in

vestigated children's knowledge of complex syntactic structures. 

In this study Chomsky tested thirty-six children ages six to ten 

using most of the specific structures included in her first study 

(Easy to See, Promise/Tell, Ask/Tell) and adding a few new con

structions (notably And and Although) which further identified 

developmental sequences. The findings of this study generally 

corraborated the results of her earlier investigation (1969), 

especially "the regular order of acquisition of structures, ac

companied by wide variation in rats of acquisition in different 

children (Carol Chomsky 1972, p. 1)." 

An additional facet of the .1972 study was an investiga

tion of the relationship between a child's rate of linguistic 

development and his exposure to printed material through reading 

and listening. Both the amount and complexity of his reading 

and listening were research considerations. The results of this 

investigation seem to indicate that "exposure to the more complex 
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language available from reading does seem to go hand in hand with 

knowledge of the language (Carol Chomsky 1972, p. 33)," which 

disclosure brings this review of related research full cycle as 

it restates an account of a relationship between oral language 

and reading. 

The present study will examine this relationship by in

vestigating the knowledge of specific syntactic structures of bi

lingual children who score high and bilingual children who score 

low in measured reading achievement. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research procedures of this study included the selec

tion of student subjects on the basis of a hierarchy of criteria, 

the administration of a series of individual interviews, the lin

guistic analysis and description of the interview data, and the 

statistical comparison of the performances of the research 

groups. 

The selection of research subjects is described immedi

ately below. A general overview of the interviews also is pre

sented in this chapter, followed in Chapter 4 by a detailed 

statement of the specific interview forms and the rationales un

derlying them, an analysis and description of the data from each 

interview, an account of the results of the statistical analysis 

for each interview, pertinent comments on individual and group 

performances, a summary of the findings of each interview, and a 

comparison of these findings with those of Carol Chomsky (1969, 

1972). 

Selection of Research Subjects 

The stated purpose of the present research was to de

scribe selected linguistic characteristics of bilingual third-

grade children in two groups which had scored at widely different 

24 
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levels in measured reading achievement. A comparative study of 

monolingual children, matched with the bilingual population of 

the study was made to provide information on subjects comparable 

in many ways with the research subjects but different in 

cultural-linguistic background. This information was sought to 

add insights into the relationship of the development of the syn

tactic structures studied and bilingual Spanish-English language 

experience. 

For the research subjects, four groups (Bilingual, High; 

Bilingual, Low; Monolingual, High; Monolingual, Low) of eight 

subjects (four boys, four girls) were selected from public school 

third-graders who were administered the Metropolitan Achievement 

Test (Metro 70), Reading, Primary II, Form G in the spring of 

1972, scoring in the top or bottom one-fourth of scores in the 

three schools from which the subjects were drawn. 

The three schools were in School District Number One, 

Tucson, Arizona, a metropolitan district of about 64,000 students 

in approximately 2,300 classrooms. The three schools were lo

cated within a three mile radius of each other; two school 

boundaries were adjacent and one was separated from the other two 

by approximately two miles. The population which the schools 

served could be described generally as low to middle socio-

economically. All the schools served residential areas. 

Bilingual students attended all the schools, and each 

school served geographic areas in which Spanish could be the 
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neighborhood community language. Twenty-eight of the thirty-two 

children selected as subjects had attended the same school for 

their entire school careers; four had attended their current 

school for two years. 

In the three schools the total number of pupils who took 

both the reading test administered by the state and the group in

telligence test administered specifically for the present re

search study (see below) were included in the research population 

from which interview subjects were drawn. There were 233 chil

dren from ten classrooms included in this research population. 

Tucson District Number One does not administer intelli

gence tests to children until they reach fifth grade, so during 

the last week of February 1972 the teachers in the ten classrooms 

involved in the present study administered a group intelligence 

test to all the students in attendance on a designated day. The 

Lorge-Thorndike Intelligence Test (1957), Level 2, Form A, Pri

mary Battery was chosen because of its nonverbal nature and its 

broad acceptance as a valid, well-standardized instrument. 

(Detailed information regarding the Lorge-Thorndike Test is 

available in the publisher's handbook accompanying the tests, as 

well as in Buros Mental Measurement Yearbook 1959 and 1965. The 

Buros 1959 Fifth Edition contains reviews.) 

The average range of IQ's as measured by this test, des

ignated in the Lorge-Thorndike manual as 84-116, was accepted in 
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the present study as a criterion in the selection process. (See 

criterion 6 below.) 

Groups BH (Bilingual, High) and MH (Monolingual, High) 

were composed of children in the top one-fourth of the schools ' 

scores on the Metropolitan Test. Groups BL (Bilingual, Low) and 

ML (Monolingual, Low) were composed of children scoring in the 

bottom one-fourth of the schools' scores on the Metropolitan 

Test. Groups BH and BL were bilingual children; Groups MH and ML 

were comparison groups of monolingual English-speaking children. 

At first an attempt was made to select children from the top and 

bottom one-fifth of the schools' scores on the Metropolitan Test, 

but that division point did not include enough boys for the Bi

lingual, High Group, so the criterion of top and bottom one-

fourth of scores was established. 

For Groups BH and BL, the following criteria in a hierar

chy for subject selection were applied: 

1. Was a third-grade student. 

2. Scored in top or bottom one-fourth of scores in the 

three schools on the Metropolitan Test. 

3. Was bilingual: spoke Spanish, or Spanish and English, 

in the home. 

4. Was in the age range of 7-9 through 9-5 on January 1, 

1972 . 

5. Had no special problems such as emotional disturbance, 

sensory disability, physical illness, speech defect, or identi

fied learning disability. 
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6. Measured in IQ range (84-116) on the Lorge-Thorndike 

Intelligence Test. 

7. Was classified at socio-economic level of family be

tween approximately $4,000 and $10,000 annual income. 

8. Had Spanish surname. 

9. Had both father and mother in the home. 

When the application of all proposed selection criteria 

yielded an eligible population of more than four boys and more 

than four girls in Group BH, the four boys scoring highest on the 

Metropolitan Test and the four girls scoring highest on the Met

ropolitan Test were selected as subjects. When the application 

of all proposed selection criteria yielded an eligible population 

of more than four boys and more than four girls in Group BL, the 

subjects for Group BL were matched as closely as possible with 

Group BH using the hierarchy of selection criteria given. 

The comparison Groups MH and ML were chosen by applying 

the same criteria as those used to select Groups BH and BL except 

the criteria of bilingualism and Spanish surname. All subjects 

in Groups MH and ML were monolingual English-speaking children, 

who spoke only English in their homes. 

When the application of all proposed selection criteria 

yielded an eligible population of more than four boys and more 

than four girls in Groups MH and ML, subjects for Group MH were 

matched as closely as possible with subjects in Group BH, while 

subjects in Group ML were matched as closely as possible with 
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subjects in Group BL, using the hierarchy of selection criteria 

given. 

When there was any doubt about a child's bilingualism, a 

Spanish-speaking adult conversed for a short time with the child 

to determine if the child both understood and produced Spanish in 

its everyday forms of usage. This process was followed in addi

tion to that of determining that Spanish, or Spanish and English, 

was spoken in the home and had been spoken in the home all of the 

child's life. The aim of this criterion was to establish that 

the child was dealing linguistically with the two language sys

tems—Spanish and English. No attempt was made to determine 

specific levels of bilingual fluency or to measure the dominant 

language of the children. Although these are important questions 

to be asked, for the purposes of this study it seemed sufficient 

to establish that the child was dealing with the systems of two 

languages in some capacity in his life. 

The criterion of age range was applied to eliminate as a 

subject any child who might have had disproportionately more or 

fewer years to master oral language, regardless of the fact that 

he might be in the third grade of school. 

Any special problem such as emotional disturbance, sen

sory disability, physical illness, speech defects, and identified 

learning disability was considered sufficient cause to eliminate 

the child from the subject selection, since any of these special 

problems might render invalid other selection criteria such as 



30 

the reading and intelligence tests. Furthermore, the interview 

process itself could be affected by these problems. 

The socioeconomic level of the family proved to be the 

most difficult criterion to apply precisely, since neither the 

schools themselves nor the school district had this information 

on file. The schools were located in residential communities in 

which the majority of families probably would fall in the desig

nated annual income range of $4,000 to $10,000. Because one aim 

of this criterion was to eliminate any child suffering from mal

nutrition or poor health resulting from grossly inadequate diet 

or health care, teachers were questioned concerning signs of mal

nutrition, lack of sleep, and poor health in the children. At 

this point in the selection process, the teachers were asked the 

following kinds of questions about each potential subject: 

Would you estimate the annual income of this child's fam

ily to be in the range of $4,000 to $10,000? 

Does the child come to school noticeably hungry? Does he 

show any signs of malnutrition? 

Is he well clothed? Does he have warm clothing to wear 

to school in the winter? 

Does he go to sleep in class? 

Is he alert in the classroom? Does he show signs of in

attention which might be attributed to hunger or poor general 

health? 
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Children not meeting this criterion as explained above 

were rejected as subjects. The upper limit of $10,000 was used 

to eliminate from selection children who might have enjoyed spe

cial privileges of travel, tutoring, and the like, which would be 

difficult to match in other subjects. 

Criteria 8 and 9 initially were proposed for use when 

possible after all other criteria had been applied. All but one 

of the subjects finally selected for the two bilingual groups 

(BH, BL) had Spanish surnames. As well as could be determined 

from teacher information and school file folders, all thirty-two 

children had both father and mother in the home. 

The criteria served to eliminate from selection consid

eration subjects whose various scores might be invalid or unre

liable . The hierarchy of criteria also provided a system for 

matching the four groups of subjects on relevant characteristic 

variables. 

After the criteria had been applied to the total research 

population without regard to school affiliation, the following 

number of interview subjects was selected from each school: 

School #1 12 subjects 

School #2 9 subjects 

School #3 11 subjects 

General Interview Procedure 

Over a period of two weeks in May 1972, thirty-two chil

dren were interviewed, each child individually at his school. 
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Tested children remained to take part in the first interview se

quence for the following child in order to facilitate the Ask/ 

Tell tests, as well as to accelerate the new subject's accommoda

tion to the interview situation. In each school an initial 

pseudo-subject was interviewed to provide the attendant child for 

each first true subject. 

No time limit was imposed on the children's answers. Al

though a standard interview form was used (see Chapter 4), lati

tude was reserved for follow-up questioning in instances of am

biguous responses from the children. The time required for each 

interview varied from twenty to forty minutes. The entire inter

views were tape recorded for transcription and linguistic analy

sis at a later time. During interviews and analyses, each 

subject's Group membership was unknown to the researcher. The 

researcher conducted all interviews, transcriptions, and analy

ses . 

Four interviews were conducted in a form patterned after 

Carol Chomsky's (1969) procedures, adding supplementary tests and 

alternate tests which were part of her final analysis. The in

terviewer investigated each child's knowledge of the syntactic 

structures described briefly earlier and in detail in Chapter 4. 

Interview I--Ask/Tell 

This interview sequence investigated each child's inter

pretation of sentences which violate the general principle of 

minimal distance for determination of the implicit subject of a 
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complement verb. The hypotheses tested were that there was a 

difference between Group BH and Group BL in knowledge of the 

words "ask" and "tell," and that there was a difference between 

Group BH and Group BL in knowledge of violations of the minimal 

distance principle in "ask/tell" constructions. The difference 

in "ask/tell" knowledge was expected to be reflected in no dif

ference between the Groups in knowledge of "ask-request/tell," 

but difference between the Groups in knowledge of "ask-question/ 

tell" constructions. A Chi Square test was designated as the 

test of difference to apply to the data from Interview I, Se

quence a (Ask-request/Tell). A Mann-Whitney U test was applied 

to the data from Interview I, Sequences b, c, and d to test sta

tistical difference in knowledge of "ask-question/tell" construc

tions . 

Interview II—Promise/Tell 

This interview sequence investigated each child's inter

pretation of sentences which violate the general principle of 

minimal distance for determination of the implicit subject of a 

complement verb. The hypothesis tested was that there was a dif

ference between Group BH and Group BL in knowledge of the words 

"promise" and "tell" in similar structures. A Mann-Whitney U 

test was applied to the Interviev; II data to determine statisti

cal difference of the Groups in knowledge of the "promise" and 

"tell" constructions. 
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Interview III--Easy to See 

This interview sequence investigated each child's inter

pretation of syntactically complex sentences in which underlying 

grammatical relations are not expressed directly in the surface 

structure. The hypothesis tested was that there was a difference 

between Group BH and Group BL in knowledge of the constructions 

"easy to see" and "hard to see." A Chi Square test was applied 

to the Interview III data to determine statistical difference of 

the Groups in knowledge of the "easy to see" construction. 

Interview IV—Pronominalization 

This interview sequence investigated each child's inter

pretation of restricted pronominal reference to nonidentity. The 

hypothesis tested was that there was a difference between Group 

BH and Group BL in knowledge of restricted pronominal reference 

to nonidentity. A Chi Square test was applied to the Interview 

IV data to determine statistical difference of the Groups in 

knowledge of the pronominalization constructions. 

Procedures of testing, analyzing, and describing the com

parison Monolingual Groups were identical to those followed with 

the Bilingual Groups. Statistical comparisons between the two 

Monolingual Groups and between the Bilingual and Monolingual 

Groups were made for each interview, again using the same differ

ence tests described above. 

Results of the statistical analyses are explicated along 

with other specific interview findings in Chapter 4. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE INTERVIEWS AND FINDINGS 

The interview sequences used in this research are those 

or adaptations of those used by Carol Chomsky (1969) in her 

study of the acquisition of syntax in children from five to ten. 

Although the sequences in the present research are essentially 

the same as Chomsky's, the figures and items used sometimes dif

fer. She included the figures of Donald Duck, Mickey Mouse, 

Bozo, and Pluto Pup, while this researcher used the figures of 

Charlie Brown, Lucy, Linus, and Snoopy. She used a large girl 

doll for the Easy to See Interview, and only food items in Inter

view I, Sequence c; for those interviews this researcher used, 

respectively, a large stuffed Snoopy doll and a variety of items 

to be given to Snoopy in Sequence c. The figures and items used 

in the present research were found to be entirely familiar to all--

the children interviewed. 

The interview sequences are designed to investigate chil

dren's knowledge of specific syntactic structures by testing the 

children's responses to sentences which exhibit those structures. 

Although the same structures were investigated with each child, 

the manner in which the child's knowledge of the structures was 

sought varied according to the child and his responses. Where 
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noted below, standard stimulus sentences were used with every 

child; however, for the most part the interview forms reserved 

wide flexibility for questioning each child in a way individually 

suited to determining that child's knowledge of the test struc

tures . 

Order of presentation of some sentences was varied from 

subject to subject to avoid repetition of the sentence patterns 

and perseveration of response patterns, and to preclude test 

influence of cues provided in previous sentence and response pat

terns . 

The interviews were administered in the following order: 

Interview I—Ask/Tell 

Interview II—Promise/Tell 

Interview III—Easy to See 

Interview IV—Pronominalization 

The interviews are explored in this chapter in the same order in 

which they were administered. Transcriptions from the Bilingual 

research Groups, as well as from the Monolingual comparison study 

Groups, are cited when they illustrate response patterns de

scribed. In all interview transcriptions the interviewer's re

marks are preceded by a dash, the subject's responses are 

indented, and statements of the attendant child (X) are indented 

and parenthesized. Other interview comments are bracketed. 



Interview I—Ask/Tell 

Hypothesis 

There is a difference between Group BH and Group BL in 

knowledge of the words "ask" and "tell." 

Interview Purposes 

1. To investigate each child's interpretation of the 

words "ask" and "tell." 

2. To investigate each child's interpretation of "ask" 

sentences which violate the general principle of minimal dis

tance for determination of the implicit subject of a complement 

verb. 

Linguistic Rationale 

The word "ask" was selected for investigation because of 

the various levels of complexity reflected in syntactic struc

tures associated with this lexical item. First, there are dis

tinct meanings to the word "ask" which are represented in other 

languages by lexically different verbs. "Ask" in the sense of 

request, hereinafter designated as "askr," is the simplest form 

tested. Both "askr" and "tell" in corresponding constructions 

call for identical subject assignment to a complement verb. 

Examples: 

(1) John told Bill to leave. 

(2) John asked Bill to leave. 
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In both sentences the subject is the first noun phrase preceding 

it. The Minimal Distance Principle (MDP) defined by Rosenbaum 

(1965), stipulates that the implicit subject of the complement 

verb is the noun phrase most closely preceding it. Both examples 

above conform to the MDP. A violation of the MDP can be found in 

the sentence 

(3) John asked Bill (for permission) to leave. 

only when the interpretation supplied parenthetically is under

stood . In this example, John, the first noun phrase, is the sub

ject of the complement verb. This is in contrast to the 

identical "askr" example provided above (2) and to the similar 

sentence construction with "tell" (1), both of which, again, con

form to the MDP. 

"Ask" in the sense of question, hereinafter designed as 

"askq," calls for a different assignment of the subject of the 

complement verb than does "tell" in the corresponding construc

tion. 

Examples: 

(4) John told Bill what to do. 

(5) John asked Bill what to do. 

The first example ("tell") conforms to the MDP, with Bill serving 

as subject of the complement verb. Sentence (5) ("askq") vio

lates the MDP, since the first noun phrase, not the noun phrase 

most closely preceding the complement verb, is the subject of the 

complement verb. 
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Furthermore, "askq" constructions call for responses in 

question form, in contrast to identical "tell" constructions. 

Carol Chomsky defined by complexity three Cases of "askq" con

structions, comparing the form of the response called for to the 

form of the eliciting sentence. Table 1 is adapted from her ex

planation (1969, p. 47). 

Table 1. Interview I--Ask/Tell: Cases of "Askq" Constructions 
with Responses 

Case Eliciting Sentence Response to "Askq" 

1 Ask Laura what color this is. 
Tell Laura what color this is. 

What color is this? 

2 Ask Laura the color of this 
book. 

Tell Laura the color of this 
book. 

What color 
book? 

is this 

3 Ask Laura what color to make 
the square. 

Tell Laura what color to make 
the square. 

What color 
make the 

should I 
square? 

Regarding the relationship of the above "askq" construc

tions to their responses: 

In Case 1, the subject, verb, and question word of the 
response are supplied in the "askq" construction. 

In Case 2, the subject of the response is again sup
plied, but the complement clause of the question must 
be expanded in the response to add the question word 
and the verb. 

In Case 3, the complement clause in the response must 
be expanded to add both the subject and the auxiliary 
verb; the question word is supplied. 
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Carol Chomsky hypothesized that these Cases of "ask^" 

constructions represented levels of complexity which would be re

flected in the order in which they were learned. Her research 

results suggest confirmation of this hypothesis. 

In this interview, four syntactic constructions were in

vestigated. These are listed in the following table, taken from 

Carol Chomsky (1969, p. 47). X refers to the already tested at

tendant child. 

Table 2. Interview I--Ask/Tell: Constructions Used in Ask/Tell 
Interview 

Construction Description 

askr ask/tell+(obj)+to+inf vb 
Examples: 

fLinus] asks to go first in line, (no "tell" equivalent) 
[Charlie Brown] asks/tells £Lucy J to go first in line. 

askq, Case 1 wh-clause, subject supplied 
Examples: 

Ask/tell X what color this is. 
Ask/tell X what you/he should feed the doll. 
Ask/tell X how many pencils there are here. 
Ask/tell X who this is. 

ask , Case 2 noun phrase 
Examples: 

Ask/tell X his/your last name. 
Ask/tell X the color of this book. 
Ask/tell X his/your teacher's name. 

askq, Case 3 wh-clause, subject omitted 
Examples: 

Ask/tell X what to feed fSnoopy]. 
Ask/tell X which food to put in the box. 
Ask/tell X what to put back next. 
Ask/tell X what color to make the square. 
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In this research it was hypothesized that these four con

structions represented levels of complexity which would be re

flected in knowledge of "askr" constructions by both Group BH and 

Group BL and in knowledge of "askq" constructions at levels dif

fering according to Group. Children in Group BH were expected to 

know some of the higher levels "askq" constructions; children in 

Group BL were expected to know fewer of the "askq" constructions 

at higher levels. 

The interview sequences described below were administered 

in the following order: Sequence b, Sequence c, Sequence d, and 

Sequence a. 

Sequence a--Askr/Tell 

Purpose: To investigate similarity of subject assignment 

in "askr/tell" constructions. 

Interview Form: The first part of this sequence took 

place with a previously tested child in attendance. 

Sample sentences: 

—Ask X to stand up. 
--Tell X to walk over to the window. 
--Ask X to come back. 
--Tell X to go back to class. [Partner leaves .3 

The second part of this sequence was administered to the child 

without another child in attendance. See an illustration of this 

part of Sequence a in Figure 1. 

Place the figures of Snoopy, Lucy, Linus, and Charlie Brown 
in a line on the table in front of the child. 



Figure 1. Interview I, Sequence a, Askr/Tell: Illustration 
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Standard opening interview form: 

—Here are all the toys standing in line. Who is first in 
line? 

Sample sentences: 

—Suppose Linus asks to go first in line. What does he say? 
How does he ask to go first in line? 

After the child has answered: 

—Okay; put him there. 

—Now suppose Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What 
does he say? 

After the child has answered: 

--Good. Put him/her there. 

Continue this line of questioning until a sufficient number 
of samples is garnered. 

Interview Descriptions and Findings: The first noun 

phrase preceding the complement verb is the subject of all these 

sentences, although a less likely, ambiguous interpretation is 

sometimes possible. (See Linguistic Rationale, sentence (3), 

above.) Thus, the same response is correct in answer to both the 

"askr" and "tell" stimulus sentences. All thirty-two children 

correctly interpreted the "askr/tell" constructions. Some sample 

"askr/tell" exchanges follow. 

Interview Example 1. James T. (Group BL, Age 9-4) 

—Ask X to stand up. 
X, stand up. 

—Tell X to walk over to the window. 
Walk over to the window, X. 

—And ask X to come back. 
Come back, X. 

--tod tell X to go back to class. 
X, go back to class. 
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Interview Example 2. Donald L. (Group BH, Age 9-1) 

—Ask X to stand up. 
Will you stand up. 

—Tell X to walk over to the door. 
Will you walk over to the door. 

—Tell X to come back. 
Will you come back. 

—Ask X to go back to class. 
Will you go back to class. 

Interview Example 3. Tim H. (Group MH, Age 8-11) 

—Ask X to stand up. 
Would you please stand up. 

—Tell X to walk over to that door. 
Would you please walk over to that door. 

—Ask X to come back. 
Would you please come back. 

—And ask X to go back to class. 
Would you please go back to class. 

Interview Example 4. Ricky F. (Group BL, Age 9-4) 

—Here are all the toys standing in line. Who is first in 
line? 
Snoopy. 

—Suppose Linus asks to go first in line. What does he say? 
May I please be in front? 

—Good. Let's put him there. 

—Now, suppose Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What 
does he say? 

Lucy, you want to go first? 
--Let's put her there. 

—Suppose that Snoopy asks to go first in line again. What 
does he say? 

Lucy, could I please be in the front? 
—Now suppose Charlie Brown asks Linus to go first. What 
does he say? 

Linus, want to be in the front ? 
—And suppose Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What 
does he say? 

Lucy, do you want to go first? 
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Interview Example 5. Christine Y. (Group BH, Age 9-3) 

—Now here are all the toys standing in line. What is first 
in line? 
Snoopy. 

—Suppose Linus asks to go first in line. What does he say? 
May I please go first in line? 

—Good. Let's put him there. 

—Now suppose Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What does 
he say? 

Lucy, do you want to go first? 
—Good. Let's put her there. 

—Suppose Snoopy asks to go first in line. What does he say? 
May I go first in line again, please? 

[She puts Snoopy first in line .J 

--Now suppose Charlie Brown asks Linus to go first. What 
does he say? 

You want to go first in line, Linus? 

Three children of the thirty-two consistently interpreted 

the first noun phrase (NP) as the subject of the complement verb 

in the ambiguous constructions. (See Linguistic Rationale, sen

tence number (3).) Two of these children were from Group BH and 

one was from Group MH. 

Interview Example 6. Robert V. (Group BH, Age 9-5) 

--Here are all the toys standing in line. Who is first in 
line? 

Snoopy. 
—Suppose Linus asks to go first in line. How does he say 
that ? 

May I go first, Snoopy? 
--Good. Let's put him there. 

--Now suppose Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What does 
he say? 

May I go first, Lucy? 
[He puts Charlie Brown at the front of the line.J 

—Suppose Snoopy asks to go first in line. What does he say? 
Linus, may I go first? 

[He puts Snoopy at the front of the line J 
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—Now suppose Lucy asks Linus to go first. What does she 
say? 

Linus, may I go first? 
[He puts Lucy at the front of the line .J 

Five other children inconsistently interpreted the sub

ject of the complement verb as the first noun phrase in the am

biguous construction. These children interpreted the subject of 

the complement verb as the first noun phrase in response to one 

stimulus sentence, but as the second noun phrase in response to 

all other stimulus sentences containing the ambiguous construc

tion. Three of these children were in Group BL; one each was in 

Group MH and Group ML. 

Interview Example 7. Gilbert C. (Group BL, Age 9-2) 

--Here are all the toys standing in line. What is first in 
line? 
Snoopy. 

--Suppose Linus asks to go first in line. What does he say? 
Can I go first in line? 

—Let's put him there. 

—Now suppose Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What does 
he say? 
Can I go first? 

—Good. 
[ He puts Charlie Brown at the front of the line.] 

--Now suppose Snoopy asks to go first in line again. What 
does he say? 
Can I go first, please? 

I He puts Snoopy at the front of the line J 

--Now suppose that Charlie Brown asks Lucy to go first. What 
does he say? 

Lucy, do you want to go first? 
[He puts Lucy at the front of the line.] 

--Suppose Linus asks Charlie Brown to go first. What does he 
say? 
Charlie Brown, could you go first now? 

[He puts Charlie Brown first in line.] 
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—Suppose Lucy asks Snoopy to go first. What does she say? 
Lucy? 

—Lucy asks Snoopy to go first. What does she say? 
Snoopy, could you go first now? 

£He puts Snoopy at the front of the line .J 

Each child was to be scored "Pass" or "Fail" on the 

"askr/tell" construction, according to his success in subject as

signment. Every child scored "Pass" since in each case the sub

ject was correctly assigned to the complement verb. No child 

scored "Fail" by not properly assigning the subject. Knowledge 

of ambiguity, which may be evidence of control of exceptions to 

the Minimal Distance Principle, was noted. Distribution of total 

scores by Groups is given in Table 3. 

Table 3. Interview I—Ask/Tell, Sequence a, Askr/Tell: Distri
bution of Pass, Fail, and Subject Assignment Scores, 
Listed by Group 

Group Total Pass Total Fail 
Subject Assignment NPi 
All Cases One Case 

BH 8 0 2 0 

BL 8 0 0 3 

MH 8 0 1 1 

ML 8 0 0 1 

Since all the children indicated their knowledge of sub

ject assignment in these constructions, of course, no test of 

difference between Groups was needed. The expectation that both 

Group BH and Group BL would reflect knowledge of "askr" 
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constructions was confirmed. The comparison Groups MH and ML 

also indicated knowledge of the "askr" constructions. 

All the children interviewed in Carol Chomsky's (1969) 

study also indicated their knowledge of subject assignment in 

these constructions. In her study only one child in forty as

signed the less likely interpretation to the ambiguous sentences. 

Sequences b, c, and d investigated the child's knowledge 

of "askq" constructions. Three Cases of "askq" construction were 

examined, as explicated on pages 37 to 39 above and summarized in 

Table 2 on page 40. For each child, information from the three 

"askq" interview sequences was combined to determine his stage of 

development in "askq/tell" differentiation. Definition of the 

stages according to knowledge of ea-aji Case investigated is pre

sented below in the Interview Descriptions and Findings section 

combining discussion of all three sequences. But first the Pur

pose and Interview Form of each "askq" sequence is individually 

specified. 

Throughout each of these interview sequences the order of 

presentation of "askq" and "tell" instructions was varied, with a 

sequence sometimes beginning with an "askq" instruction and some

times with a "tell" instruction. 

Sequence b—Askq/Tell 

Purpose: To investigate each child's response to "askq" 

and "tell" in two cases of simple constructions: 
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1. wh-clause, subject supplied (Case 1) 

2. noun phrase (Case 2) 

Interview Form: On the table in front of the children 

are some pencils, a book, a large Snoopy doll, a box of small 

play foods and other small toys, crayons, coloring sheets, and 

the figures of Charlie Brown, Linus, Snoopy, and Lucy. 

Standard introduction: 

—Tell me your name. 
—Tell me your age. 
—Now please tell me the name of your school. 
—And tell me your teacher's name. 

—I'll tell you what we're going to do here. We're going to 
play some games with the things on the table [picking up 
Snoopy]. For instance, you'll make him do some things. 
Can you tell me who he is {point to Snoopy]? And who are 
they [point one at a time to the other figures]? 

--And you'll play with some of these other things, too 
[pointing to other items on the tablej . And you'll color 
in these shapes [pointing to coloring sheet] . You'll be 
doing some of these things with X and some things by your
self . 

Sample test sentences: 

—But, first, I want you to ask X some things, like 
—Ask X what time it is. 
—Ask X his teacher's name. 

—Now I want you to tell X some things, too, like 
—Tell X how many pencils there are here. 
—And tell X what color this crayon is. 
—Tell X the name of your school. 

—Now ask X who this is [indicate Lucy]. 
—And tell X what color this book is. 
—Would you ask X what's in this box. 
—Tell X the color of Charlie Brown's hat. 

The standard introduction was generally followed for this 

initially administered interview sequence, in order to identify 



the child on the sound tape, to explain to him what he was going 

to do, to talk with him and relax him before the test sentences 

began, and to check his familiarity with the figures being used. 

Additional conversation occurred when needed to build rapport 

with the child, but generally the children seemed quite immedi

ately at ease and interested in what they were going to do. 

Sequence c--Askq/Tell 

Purpose: To investigate each child's response to "ask^" 

and "tell" in complex constructions. If he responds differen

tially to "askq" and "tell" in these constructions, to investi

gate his assignment of the correct subject to the complement 

verb. The constructions to be examined are: 

1. wh-clause, subject omitted (Case 3) 

2. wh-clause, subject supplied (Case 1) 

Interview Form: Remaining on the table in front of the 

children are the materials used in Sequence b: some pencils, a 

book, a large Snoopy doll, a box of small play foods and other 

small toys, crayons, coloring sheets, and the figures of Charlie 

Brown, Linus, Snoopy, and Lucy. 

Empty the box of small play food and other small items on the 
table between the two children. Ask the already tested at
tendant child to separate the foods from the other small 
toys. Place the figure of Snoopy on the table near the 
items, within reach of both children. 

Instructions: 

--Now we're going to feed Snoopy and give him some things to 
play with. I want you to do some more asking and telling, 
connected with giving these things to Snoopy. He's hungry, 
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arid you're going to give him some food; he likes to play 
with these toys, so you're going to give him some of the 
toys. Sometimes X will give the things to Snoopy and some
times you will. Listen and I'll tell you how to go about 
it. 

Giving to Snoopy 
Sample sentences: 

--Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
—Now would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
—And ask X what toy to give him. 
--Ask X what to give him next. 

--Would you tell X what to give him. 
—Ask X what you should feed him now. 
—Ask X what to give him now. 

--Now, one by one we're going to put the food back in the 
box. Will you ask X what to put back first. 

--And ask X what to put back next. 
—Tell X what to put back. 
—Ask X what food to put back now. 
—Ask X what you should put back now. 

Coloring Shapes 
Sample sentences: 

Place a coloring sheet in front of the two children and cray
ons where both can reach them. 

—Now you're going to color in these shapes, again with ask
ing and telling each other what colors to use . 

—Will you first tell X what color to make the rectangle. 
—And ask X what color to make the circle. 

Proceed until all shapes arc colored in. 

A coloring sheet of several geometric shapes was used in 

the last part of Sequence c. 

Sequence d—Askq/Tell 

Purpose: To investigate the child's response to "ask^" 

and "tell," and to further investigate his assignment of the 
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correct subject to the complement verb. This test was added to 

investigate Case 3 constructions without possible interference of 

language production ability. 

Interview Form: Three pairs of pictures are shown, each 

pair illustrating a boy and a girl in alternate roles (see Chom

sky 1969, p. 100, for illustrations of test pictures). The child 

is presented each pair of pictures and asked to select the one 

which correctly represents a sentence given by the interviewer. 

Carol Chomsky (1969, p. 99) described the test sequence beginning 

with the three sentences used: 

The boy asks the girl what shoes to wear. 
The girl asks the boy what to paint. 
The girl asks the boy which juice to drink. 

One of each pair of pictures (la, 2a, 3a) illustrated the 

correct "askq" interpretation, complement subject same as main 

clause subject: 

la. boy asks: "What shoes are you going to wear?" 
2a. girl asks: "What are you going to paint?" 
3a. girl asks: "Which juice should I drink?" 

The second picture of each pair (lb, 2b, 3b) illustrated 

the "tell" interpretation: 

lb. boy tells: "Wear those shoes." 
2b. girl tells: "Paint a dog." 
3b. girl tells: "Drink that juice." 

and also the incorrect "askq" interpretation, complement subject 

same as main clause object: 

lb. boy asks: "What shoes are you going to wear?" 
2b. girl asks: "What are you going to paint?" 
3b. girl asks: "Which juice are you going to drink?" 



In accordance with Carol Chomsky's procedure, each sen

tence was read to the child, who was instructed to look at one 

pair of randomly presented pictures and to select the one which 

illustrated what the sentence said. Then the sentence was reread 

to the child, after which he was asked what the child in the pic

ture was saying. The quote of the pictured boy or girl offered 

by the subject led to determination of which of the two given al

ternative interpretations of the pictures ("tell," or "askq" with 

wrong subject) he was applying. 

Interview Descriptions and 
Findings--Sequences b, c, and d 

As explained earlier, the Descriptions and Findings of 

Sequences b, c, and d of Interview I are combined in this sec

tion. The purposes and interview forms for the three Sequences 

have already been discussed separately above. 

Carol Chomsky (1969) defined several Stages of Develop

ment of the "askq/tell" distinction, the lowest Stage marked by 

failure in all Cases (1, 2, and 3), and the most advanced Stage 

characterized by assignment of the subject to a complement verb 

in cases involving exceptions to the Minimal Distance Principle. 

The five hierarchical Stages, shown in Table 4, were used as a 

measurement table for success in the "askq/tell" Cases 1, 2, and 

3 investigated in Sequences b, c, and d. 



Table 4. Interview I—Ask/Tell: Stages of Development in 
Askq/Tell Differentiation. 
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Stages Success Failure 

A Cases 1, 2, 3 

B Case 1 Cases 2, 3 

E 

C 

D 

Cases 1, 2 

Cases 1, 2, (3)* 

Cases 1, 2, 3 

Case 3 

(Case 3) 

*Partial success with Case 3: "askq" response to "askq" 
instruction, but wrong subject assignment to complement verb. 

Because of particular variables in the children's re

sponses in the present research, two analyses, both related to 

the Stages of Development shown in Table 4, were performed on the 

interview data. Analysis I interpreted the interview data as 

closely as possible in accordance with "askq/tell" differentia

tion as specified by Chomsky (1969, p. 54, Table 4.4): success 

was marked by "askq" responses to "askq" instructions and "tell" 

responses to "tell" instructions; while failure was marked by un

differentiated responses to both "askq" and "tell" instructions. 

Analysis II established Stages of Development through emphasis on 

"askq" responses and deemphasis on differentiation between "askq" 

and "tell" instructions. Analysis I will be discussed first. 

For the first analysis, subjects were identified (as were 

Chomsky's subjects, 1969) as having reached a Stage, A through E, 



depending upon "askq/tell" differentiation of instructions in 

Cases 1, 2, and 3. In the event of different scores by the same 

child on test Sequences c and d, which measured the same Case, he 

was scored according to his responses to Sequence c, although 

differences in responses are noted later in this section. 

A description of each "askq/tell" Stage for Analysis I, 

including characteristic interview examples is presented below. 

Score distributions at each Stage are given by Group in Table 5. 

Table 5. Interview I--Ask/Tell: Distribution of Scores at 
Developmental Stages A Through E Resulting from 
Analysis I of Askq/Tell Sequences b, c, and d, 
Listed by Group (Stages are defined in Table 2 
and Table 4) 

Group A 
Developmental Stages 
B C D  E 

BH 5 0 1 1 1 

BL 7 0 1 0 0 

MH 0 0 1 4 3 

ML 6 0 1 1 0 

Totals 18 0 4 6 4 

Stage A: Failure in Cases 1, 2, and 3. Eighteen children 
(five in Group BH, Ages 9-5, 9-1, 9-1, 9-0, 8-10; seven in 
Group BL, Ages 9-6, 9-4, 9-2, 8-11, 8-10, 8-7, 8-7; six in 
Group ML, Ages 9-8, 9-6, 9-5, 9-4, 8-7, 8-6). 

Children at Stage A were characterized by undifferenti

ated responses to "askq" and "tell" instructions in all Cases. 

Success for each Case was marked by "askq" responses to "askq" 



instructions and "tell" responses to "tell" instructions, while 

failure was marked by undifferentiated responses to both "askq" 

and "tell" constructions. 

Chomsky further indicated that in her study, "children in 

Stage A process 'ask' and 'tell' alike for all constructions, im

posing a 'tell' interpretation everywhere (1969, p. 54)." Most 

of the children (fifteen of eighteen) placed at Stage A in the 

present study gave similar responses at "askq" and "tell" in

structions, but did not impose a "tell" interpretation every

where. Instead, it was the rule for them to supply "askq" 

responses to "tell" instructions ; in other words to answer with 

a theoretically more complex structure when a theoretically less 

complex structure was called for. Only one child in the present 

study imposed a "tell" interpretation everywhere. 

Interview Example 8. Angelica M. (Group BL, Age 8-10) 

--First, I want you to tell X some things, like 

--Tell X how many pencils there are here. 
Three. 

—Tell X what color this crayon is. 
Green. 

--Ask X who this is. 
Lucy. 

--Ask X her last name. 
Romero. 

—Ask X her teacher's name. 
Miss E . 

—Tell X what color that book is. 
Black. 



—Now ask X what's in this box. 
Crayons. 

—&sk X wh° this is. 
Charlie Brown. 

—Did you ask or tell that time? {Pause.] Listen. 
—X what color that pencil is. 

Yellow. 

—Tell X what color this is. 
Blue. 

The same pattern of "tell" responses to all instructions contin 

ued throughout the Interview with Angelica. 

—Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
Ahm . . . hot dog? Feed him the hot dog. 

—Would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
Ahm . . . potato chips. 

—Ask X what to give Snoopy to play with. 
A ball. 

—Now ask X what to give him next. 
A car. 

—Would you tell X what to give him next. 
A bat. 

—X what to feed him now. 
A soda. 

—Did you ask or tell X? {Pause.3 Listen. 
—X what to give Snoopy now. 

The car. 

—Tell X what to give him next. 
Cards. 

—Now one by one we're going to put the food and toys back 
in the box, again with asking and telling. 

—Will you ask X what to put back first. 
The ball. 

—X what to put back next. 
Scissors. 

—Tell X what to put back. 
fKe cards. 
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A second child gave "tell" responses to both "askq" and 

"tell" instructions in Case 1, but made "askq" responses to some 

"askq" instructions in Case 2. 

Interview Example 9. John S. (Group ML, Age 9-6) 

—First, I want you to tell X how many pencils there are 
here. 
Three. 

—And tell X what color this crayon is. 
Green. 

—Ask X what time it is. 
9:30. 

—Ask X his last name. 
What's your last name? 
(S— .) [Case 2] 

—Ask X his teacher's name. 
What's your teacher's name? 
(Mrs. H—.) ICase 2] 

—Now ask X who this is. 
Charlie Brown. Oh, Linus. 

—Would you tell X what color that book is. 
Black. 

—And would you ask X what's in this box. 
Crayons. 

—Would you ask X who this is. 
Lucy. 

—And would you tell X what color this pencil is. 
Yellow. 

--And would you as^ X what color this crayon is. 
Red. 

—Did you ask or tell that time? I don't want you to tell. 
I want you to ask X what color this crayon is. [Pause.] 
Ask X what color this crayon is. 
Green-blue. 

--And now tell X what color this crayon is. 
Blue-green. 
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—Tell X your last name. 
S . [Case 2] 

—Ask X the color of Charlie Brown's hat. 
Red. [Case 2] 

—Ask X this dog's name. 
Snoopy. [Case 2] 

—Tell X the color of Lucy's hair. 
Black. [Case 2l 

John also consistently gave "tell" responses to both "askq" and 

"tell" instructions in Case 3. 

A third child, this time in Group MH, made mixed re

sponses to Case 1 instructions. 

Interview Example 10. Sonya J. (Group MH, Age 9-3) 

—First, I want you to tell X some things, like 

—Tell X how many pencils there are here. 
Three. 

—And tell X what color this crayon is. 
Green. 

— Ask X what time it is . 
9:30. 

—And ask X her last name. 
F • [Case 2] 

—Ask X her teacher's name. 
Miss H—-. [Case 2] 

—Now ask who this is. 
Lucy. 

—Tell X what color that book is. 
Black. 

—Would you ask X what's in this box. 
Crayons. 
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—Now I want you to ask X something. Okay. To ask her 
something. Ask X how many sisters she has. 

How many sisters to you have? 
(Two.) 

—Ask X what color this pencil is. 
What color is that pencil? 
(Yellow.) 

—Now tell X what color this crayon is. 
What color is that crayon? 
(Orange.) 

—And tell X what color that is. 
Violet-red. 

i 
Sonya's responses to Case 3 structures were also mixed, with both 

"askq" and "tell" responses to "askq" instructions, and both 

types of responses also to "tell" instructions. 

The remaining fifteen children at Stage A also failed to 

discriminate "askq" and "tell" instructions, but all of them 

failed in a manner different from that in which any of the chil

dren in Chomsky's (1969) study failed. Chomsky's subjects at 

Stage A failed to differentiate responses to "askq" and "tell" 

instructions in all Cases, but, as stated earlier, Chomsky found 

that "children in Stage A process 'askq' and 'tell' alike for all 

constructions, imposing a 'tell' interpretation everywhere (1969, 

p. 54)." Because the "askq" construction is more complex grammat

ically, the failure to discriminate responses on a theoretical 

basis could be anticipated to be characterized by the giving of 

the less complex "tell" interpretations to all the stimulus in

structions. Nevertheless, in the present research fifteen chil

dren failed to discriminate "askq" and "tell" instructions, but 
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consistently gave "askq" responses to both "askq" and "tell" in

structions in Case 1, as well as in some other Cases, as shown in 

the following examples. 

Interview Example 11. James T. (Group BL, Age 9-4) 

i 
--First I want you to tell X some things, like 

—Tell X how many pencils are here. 
How many? ... X, how many pencils are there? 
(Three.) 

--And tell X what color this crayon is. 
What color is this crayon, X? 
(Green.) 

--Now ask X who this is. 
Who is this, X? 
(Lucy.) 

--Ask X his last name. 
What's your last name, X? 
(L .) lease 2] 

—Tell X his teacher's name. 
What's your teacher's name, X? 
(Miss E .) lease 2] 

--Now ask X who this is. 
Who is this, X? 
(Snoopy.) 

—Tell X what color this book is. 
What color is this book, X? 
(Black.) 

--Would you ask X what's in this box. 
What's it . . . What's in that box? 
(Crayons.) 

--Now I want you to tell X something. Remember, you are 
going to tell, not ask. Tell X who this is. 

X, who is that? 
(Linus.) 



—Tell X what color this pencil is. 
What color is that pencil, X? 
(Yellow.) 

t 

Interview Example 12. Mike 0. (Group BH, Age 9-5) 

—First, I want you to ask X some things, like 

—Ask X what time it is. 
What time is it? 
(14 minutes after 9:00.) 

—Ask X her last name. 
What's your last name? 
(Y .) {Case 

—Ask X her teacher's name. 
What's your teacher's name? 
(Miss L .) lease 

--Now I want you to tell X some things, like 

—Tell X how many pencils there are here. 
How many pencils there are here? 
(Three.) 

—Tell X what color this crayon is. 
What color is that crayon? 
(Blue-green.) 

—This time don't ask. I want you to tell X something. 

—Tell X what color that book is. 
What color is the book? 
(Black.) 

—Ask X who this is. 
Who is this? 
(Lucy.) 

—And would you ask X what's in this box. 
What's in that box? 
(Crayons.) 

Interview Example 13. Renae R. (Group ML, Age 9-8) 

—First I want you to tell X some things, like 
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—Tell X how many pencils there are here. 
How many pencils are there? 
(Three.) 

—And tell X what color this crayon is. 
What color's the crayon? 
(Blue-green.) 

—Now, ask X what time it is. 
What time is it? 
(I don't know what time it is.) 

—Ask X his last name. 
What's your last name? 
(P—.) 

—Ask X his teacher's name. 
What's your teacher's name? 
(Miss T .) 

lease 2] 

lease 2] 

Tell X the color of Charlie Brown's hat. 
What's the color of his hat? 
(Red.) lease 2J 

Now ask X who this is. 
Who is this? 
(Lucy.) 

Now I want you to tell X something. Not ask, but tell. 
Tell X what color that book is. 
wEat color is that book? 
(Black.) 

—Ask X what's in this box. 
What's in that box? 
(Crayons.) 

—Tell X what color this pencil is. 
What color's that pencil? 
(Yellow.) 

Speculation might be made about the reason for the dif

ferent patterns of responses in the two studies. Perhaps the 

group of New England children selected as subjects for Chomsky's 

study were indeed different from the children interviewed in the 

present study in the Southwest. Chomsky called her subjects 
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"Middle Class;" the children in the present study came from fam

ilies with annual incomes in the $4,000 to $10,000 range. 

Alternatively, the interview techniques practiced in the 

present study may have differed somewhat from Chomsky's (1969), 

although the same sentence patterns and often even the same sen

tences were used. In an effort to strive for some degree of 

standardization of interview procedure, the researcher in the 

present study tested each child's knowledge of the "askq/tell" 

constructions by first presenting a series of sentences with nor

mal intonation. If the child failed to interpret either "ask" or 

"tell" correctly in the sentences, the interviewer asked the next 

series of sentences following the same sentence patterns but 

placing stress on the word "ask" or "tell" in each sentence. If 

the child failed to interpret "ask" or "tell" correctly in the 

second series of sentences in which "ask" and "tell" were 

stressed, the interviewer further called the child's attention to 

the word "ask" or "tell" by making such comments as*. 

—Did you tell or ask that time? 

—This time I want you to tell, not ask, X something. 
Tell X . . . 

—You asked that time. This time tell X something. 
Tell X . . . 

—Think about whether you are asking or telling. 

The interviewer found that few children iii this study 

changed their patterns of responses following the direct comrr.ents 

calling attention to "ask" and "tell." Those children who did 



change their response patterns were those who had earlier indi

cated knowledge of the word "ask" or "tell" in the given con

struction, but who had apparently begun to answer in a habitual 

pattern following a series of similar stimulus instructions from 

the researcher. For example, a child may have responded correct

ly to a series of instructions, some calling for "ask" and some 

calling for "tell;" however, following a series of instructions 

calling for "ask" (which the child answered correctly), the child 

may have responded with the same "ask" answer to an instruction 

calling for "tell." This child usually responded to a comment 

which brought his error to his attention. On the other hand, the 

child who consistently responded incorrectly rarely changed his 

response patterns after comments bringing his errors to his at

tention. Occasionally a child's response pattern could be tempo

rarily altered by a comment which brought his errors to his 

attention; usually he reverted to his former pattern with the 

next similar instruction. 

Chomsky's interview technique may have been quite differ

ent. If, for example, she stopped the child immediately after 

his initial error, drawing his attention to that error and any 

error thereafter immediately after it occurred, a different pat

tern of responses could have resulted. Precise particulars of 

Chomsky's technique are not available in her reports (1969, 

1972). 
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A third possible explanation for the "askq" responses of 

these fifteen children at Stage A is that "ask^" responses, al

though more complex grammatically, are an artifact of the inter

view situation for those children who possess knowledge of the 

construction. The child may feel that because another child is 

in attendance, questions are to be put to that child rather than 

statements made to him. Questions, after all, require answers 

and hence involvement of the partner, while statements relegate 

the partner to a more passive role. At odds with this explana

tion is that while children in three Groups (BH, BL, ML) might be 

seen to have operated with this interview influence to ask rather 

than to tell, children in Group BH did not conform to such a 

strategy, and neither did Chomsky's subjects. 

Whatever the causes for the different Case 1 "ask^/tell" 

responses of the children in the two studies, it is clear that 

some of the Case 1 "askq/tell" responses of the children in the 

present study can be analyzed in ways different from the first 

analysis presented above. As mentioned earlier, a second type of 

analysis is discussed later in this chapter. 

Stage B: Success in Case 1; Failure in Cases 2 and 3. 

Success in Case 1 constructions (wh-clause, subject sup

plied), but failure in Case 2 constructions (noun phrase) char

acterized Stage B. A child found to be at Stage B would give 

"askq" responses to "askq" instructions and "tell" responses to 

"tell" instructions in Case 1 sentences, but fail to 
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differentiate between "askq" and "tell" instructions in Case 2 

sentences. No child in the present study was at Stage B, as de

fined above. Chomsky found two children in her 1969 study to be 

at Stage B. Both children distinguished "askq" and "tell" for 

Case 1, but not for Case 2, nor for Case 3. 

In discussing Stage B Chomsky commented: 

This stage is the most questionable in our data, 
since it is based on the Rs [responses] of only two chil
dren, and we would like to emphasize its tentative status . 
Our characterization of it as a separate stage is sup
ported by the observation that none of our children dis
tinguished Cases 1 and 2 in the reverse manner, i.e., 
failing at 1 while succeeding at 2. This is in accord 
with our observation earlier that Case 2 is an abbrevi
ated construction that requires the listener to recover 
deleted items in order to formulate a question, and is 
thereby more difficult to process than Case 1 (1969, 
P. 75). 

In Interview Example 9 above, John S. in this study is 

seen to have correctly responded to some Case 2 constructions, 

after unconditional failure with Case 1 constructions . Sonya J., 

cited in Interview Example 10 above, gave mixed responses to both 

Case 1 and Case 3 instructions, but failed Case 2, giving no cor

rect responses to the noun phrase construction. Angelica M., 

cited in Interview Example 8, like Sonya J., gave "tell" re

sponses to both "askq" and "tell" instructions for Case 2 sen

tences . The remaining children classified at Stage A in this 

first analysis of "askq/tell" constructions all differentiated 

"askq" and "tell" instructions in Case 2, after having failed to 

differentiate the instructions in Case 1. In Case 1, this same 

large group of children rather consistently gave "askq" responses 



to both "askq" and "tell" instructions (see the description of 

Stage A, page 55). 

Case 2 instructions were in two forms, one in which a 

possessive pronoun introduced the complement, and a second in 

which the complement was initiated by an article. 

Form 1: Ask X his teacher's name. 
Tell X your last name. 

Form 2: Ask X the color of Charlie Brown's hat. 
Tell X the name of this doll. 

Children who gave mixed responses to "askq/tell" instruc

tions in Case 2 constructions, usually answered Form 1 sentences 

correctly and Form 2 sentences incorrectly. The pronoun in Form 

1 sentences may provide a clue to whether an "askq" or "tell" re

sponse is called for. For example, 

—Ask X his last name. 

is indeed a logical sort of instruction to give a child, while 

—Tell X his last name. 

appears to be a less likely request. Why, after all, would the 

child tell X, X's own last name I Perhaps the very meaning of 

some of the Case 2 stimulus sentences, especially those of Form 

1, predisposed the child to a particular response. Form 2 in

structions, on the other hand, seem to be free of this type of 

context assistance. 

Stage C: Success in Cases 1 and 2; Failure in Case 3. Four 
children (one in Group BH, Age 9-5; one in Group BL, Age 9-4 
one in Group MH, Age 9-6; one in Group ML, Age 9-0). 
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Children at Stage C were characterized by successful dif

ferentiation of "askq" and "tell" constructions in the simple 

Cases 1 and 2, but failure to differentiate at Case 3 (wh-clause, 

subject omitted). Two of the four children at this Stage in 

every instance gave "tell" responses to "ask" and "tell" instruc

tions in the Case 3 constructions of Sequence c; the other two 

children usually gave this "tell" response to both kinds of in

structions, but occasionally gave an "askq" response to "tell" 

in'tructions. 

Robert V. is representative of the children who consist

ently gave a "tell" response to all stimulus sentences for Case 

3, failing to differentiate the "askq" instructions, although his 

"askq" and "tell" responses had been correct in Cases 1 and 2. 

He even responded with "tell" to the two Case 1 instructions in

cluded in the sequence below. 

Interview Example 14. Robert V. (Group BH, Age 9-5) 

—Would you first ask X what to give him. 
Give him a baseball. 

—Now would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
Hot dog. 

--Ask X what to give him next. 
Some flowers. 

—Would you tell X what to give him. 
A h  . . .  a  w h i s t l e .  

• • • 

--Will you ask X what to put back first. 
The baseball bat. 



70 

—Ask X what to put back next. 
The football. 

—Tell X what to put back. 
The scissors. 

--Now ask X what food to put back now. 
The hot dog. 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
A baseball. JCase ij 

—This time I want you to ask, not tell. Listen. Ask X 
what to put back next. 

A watch. 

—X what food to put back now. 
Potato chips. 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
I should put back some cards. [After a long pause.J 

lease lj 

Coloring Shapes: 

—Would you first tell X what color to make the rectangle. 
Red. 

—Ask X what color to make the circle. 
Green. 

—Tell X what color to make the star. 
Blue. 

—Ask X what color to make the triangle. 
Black. 

—Tell X what color to make the diamond. 
Purple. 

Tin interesting footnote to the last part of the above in

terview, concerned with coloring shapes, is that in each instance 

X handed the crayon to Robert, who colored each shape; this be

havior in spite of Robert's having told X in each response what 

color to make the shape. The behavior could not be attributed 
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to X's correct interpretations of the instructions, since the 

same behavior pattern was followed after each instruction, even 

the first, which was a "tell" instruction. After each of Rob

ert's responses, X picked up a crayon and handed it to Robert, 

who colored the appropriate shape. For these children, the de

termination of which child should do the coloring apparently was 

unrelated to the sentence constructions in this section. There 

were several interviews in which the child to do the coloring was 

determined more by a subtle interaction of the children's person

alities than by the interview instructions and responses. Al

though the concern of the interview was the child's responses and 

not which child colored the shapes, it is conceivable that the 

coloring behavior pattern could influence the verbal responses of 

the interviewed child to subsequent instructions in that section 

of the interview. For example, if an aggressive partner insisted 

on performing the coloring act, in spite of how the instruction-

response pattern had transpired, the interviewed child could be

come inclined to "tell" rather than "askq," knowing full well 

that the partner waited only to be told what color to apply. 

This kind of influence is almost impossible to assess precisely, 

and no measurement v/as attempted, but the researcher believes 

that at times influence growing out of the interaction between 

the two children did encroach upon the interpretation of the 

stimulus instructions. 



The second kind of response given by the children at 

Stage C, that of usually giving a "tell" response to both "ask^" 

and "tell" instructions, but occasionally giving an "askq" re

sponse to "tell" instructions, is represented by the following 

exchange. 

Interview Example 15. Fabian S. (Group ML, Age 9-0) 

—Now we're going to put these things back into the box, 
again asking and telling as we put them back one by one. 

—Would you ask X what to put back first. 
Coffee pot. 

--Ask X what to put back next. 
Soda. 

—Tell X what to put back. 
Potato chips. 

—X what to put back next. 
Hot dog. 

--And ask X what you should put back now. 
[A long pause with no answer.J 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
Cards. lease l] 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
lA long pause .J Flower pot. fCase jj 

Coloring Shapes: 

—Fabian, will you first tell X what color to make the 
rectangle. 
Yellow. 

—Now ask X what color to make the circle. 
What do you make the circle? 
(Purple.) 

--Tell X what color to make the star. 
What color do you make the star? 
(Tell me.) 
Green. 



—Ask X what color to make the triangle. 
What color do I make the triangle? 
(Red.) 

--Tell X what color to make the diamond. 
What . . . blue. 

Stage D. Success in Cases 1, 2, and (3); Failure to assign 
the correct subject in Case 3. Six children (one in Group 
BH, Age 9-3; four in Group MH, Ages 9-3, 8-11, 8-8, 8-6; 
one in Group ML, Age 9-0) 

Children at Stage D consistently asked a question in re

sponse to Case 3 instructions containing "askq" and told in 

response to "tell" instructions; however, they failed to assign 

the correct subject to the complement verb. These children also 

had succeeded with Case 1 and Case 2 constructions. 

No one child's interview was truly representative of the 

six children at Stage D. However, the three examples which fol

low include many of the "askq" and "tell" patterns, as well as 

the variable subject assignment, found in the responses of chil

dren at this Stage. 

Christine Y. differentiated between "askq" and "tell" in

structions, but at one point fell into an apparent habit pattern 

of "tell" responses to "askq" instructions. She even gave a 

"tell" response to two of the Case 1 instructions in Sequence c. 

Immediately before the coloring section she assigned the correct 

subject (I) to the complement verb, and maintained the correct 

subject assignment throughout the section called Coloring Shapes. 



Interview Example 16. Christine Y. (Group BH, Age 9-3) 

—Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
X, what are you going to feed Snoopy? 
(Potato chips.) 

—Now would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
X j feed Snoopy a hot dog. 

—Ask X what to give him. 
X, what are you going to give him? 
(The flowers.) 

—Ask X what to give him next. 
What are you going to feed him, X? 
(The cup.) 

—Would you tell X what to give him. 
X, give him the potato chips. 

--Ask X what you should give him now. 
[Long pause.] X, you should give him the football.[Case l] 

--Ask X what to give him next. 
X, what are you going to give him? 
(The cards.) 

—Ask X what you should feed him now. 
X, what should I feed him now? 
(The soda pop.) {Case lj 

—Now one by one we are going to put these things back into 
the box, again with asking and telling. 

—Would you ask X what to put back first. 
X, put back the potato chips first. 

—Tell X what to put back. 
The teeth. 

—Ask X what food to put back now. 
The soda. 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
[Long pause.J The cards. lease lj 

—Tell X what to put back. 
The hot dog. 
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—Ask X what you should put back now. 
X, what should I put back now? 
(The cup.) [Case l] 

— And ask X what thing to put back next. 
X, what should I put back next? 
(Flowers.) 

Coloring Shapes: 

--Would you first tell X what color to make the rectangle. 
X, make it green-blue. 

—Ask X what color to make the circle. 
X, what color should I make the circle? 
(Green-yellow.) 

--Tell X what color to make the star. 
X, make the star carnation pink. 

--Ask X what color to make the triangle. 
X, what color should I make the triangle? 
(Peach.) 

—Tell X what color to make the diamond. 
X, make the diamond red-violet. 

Fred C. appeared to be struggling with subject assignment 

in his "askq" responses, especially in the coloring section of 

the interview. 

Interview Example 17. Fred C. (Group MH, Age 8-6) 

—Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
What should you feed Snoopy? 
(A hot dog.) 

—Would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
Feed Snoopy the hot dog. 
(Not the same thing'.) 
Oh, wait. Feed Snoopy a bug. 



-Now ask X what to give him. 
What shall I ask her? 

-Ask X what to give Snoopy. 
What do you mean? Just say: What are you going to 
give him? 

-That's all right, but listen, ask X what to give him. 
What are you going to give Snoopy now? 
(Spider.) 

-Ask X what to give Snoopy next. 
What to give Snoopy next? What are you going to give 
Snoopy next? 
(The bug.) 

-Would you tell X what to give him. 
Give him the whole bag of potato chips. 

-Ask X what you should give him now. 
Give him the ketsup. Give him the whole bottle of 
ketsup. 
(No; you ask me!) 
Oh, okay. What should I give him? What should I give 
him now? 
(The coke.) JCase 

•Now one by one let's put these items back into the box, 
again with asking and telling. 

Would you ask X what to put back first. 
What . . . the football. 

Would you ask X what to put back next. 
The scissors. 

Now tell X what to put back. 
Put the clock back. 

X, would you ask Fred what to put back next? 
(What do you put back next?) 
What do you put back next? What did she ask me? 

Ask him again. 
(What do you put back next?) 
The baseball bat. 

Now, Fred, tell X what to put back. 
Put back the hot dog. 

Now, Fred, ask X what to put back. 
What should I put back now? 
(This.) 
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—Ask X what you should put back now. 
What should I put back now? 
(This. The cow.) {Case 1] 

—Now tell X what to put back. 
Put back the coke. 

—Now ask X what you should put back. 
What should I put back . . . put back? 
£ X hands a shovel to Fred.J 
The shovel. ICase lj 

Coloring Shapes: 

—Would you first tell X what color to make the rectangle. 
Make the rectangle red-orange. 

—Now ask X what color to make the circle. 
What color should I make . . . what color should I make 
... I don't know how to say it . . . what color should 
I make the circle? 
(This .) 
Blue-green. 

—Will you tell X what color to make the diamond. 
Make the diamond yellow-orange. 

—Now ask X what color to make the star. 
What should I make . . . what color should I make the 
star? 
(Violet-blue.) 

—Ask X what color to make the triangle. 
What color should . . . what color should you make the 
triangle? 
(Pink.) 

Tim used "we" instead of "you" or "I" in some of his 

"askq" responses, and this led to some confusion for him in the 

coloring section of the interview when he was not certain whether 

"we" referred to him or to his partner. 

Interview Example 18. Tim H. (Group MH, Age 8-11) 

—Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
What will you feed Snoopy at first? 
(The spider'.) 
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-Now would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
What do . . . what do you feed Snoopy? 
(The hot dog.) 

-Ask X what to give him next. 
I think you should give him the lizard. 

-Ask X what to give him next. 
What should we give him next? 
(Potato chips.) 

-Would you tell X what to give him. 
Hot dog, potato chips, and coke, and a dentist check up. 

-Ask X what you should give him next. 
What should we give him next? 
(A coke.) 

-Tell X what to give him. 
Baseball and the bat. 

-Now one by one we are going to put these back into the 
box, asking and telling as before. 

-Ask X what to put back first. 
The baseball and the bat. 

-Ask X what to put back next. 
What should we put back next? 
(The lizard.) 

-Tell X what to put back. 
The knife. . 

-Ask X what food to put back now. 
What food do you put back? 
(The coke and the cup.) 

-Ask X what to put back now. 
What do you put back now? 

-Now tell X what to put back. 
This car and this horse. 
(It's a cow.) 

-Ask X what to put back now. 
Now what do you put back? 
(Potato chips.) 
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Coloring Shapes: 

—Will you first tell X what color to make the rectangle. 
Red. 

—Ask X what color to make the circle. 
What color do we make the circle? Do I get to color 
the circle? 

—If you like. Listen. Ask X what color to make the 
circle. 

What color do we make the circle? 
(Yellow-orange.) 
[Tim colors the circle J 

--Now tell X what color to make the star. 
Blue. 

—Tim, ask X what color to make the triangle. 
What color do we make the triangle? 
(Blue.) 
I Tim reaches for the crayon, but X has it and colors 
the triangle J 

—Ask X what color you should make the diamond. 
What color should I make the diamond? 
(Green-yellow.) 
[Tim colors the diamond J [Case lj 

Stage E: Success in Cases 1, 2, and 3; Success in subject 
assignment in Case 3. Four children (one in Group BH, 
Age 9-0; three in Group MH, Ages 9-6, 9-5, 9-2) 

Children at Stage E were characterized by differentiation 

of "askq" and "tell" constructions in all Cases and by assignment 

of the correct subject in response to Case 3 "askq" instructions. 

All four children who scored at this stage were members of one of 

the High Groups; three were in the Monolingual High Group. 

Wendy's interview is representative of the responses of a 

child clearly at Stage E. 
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Interview Example 19. Wendy R. (Group BH, Age 9-0) 

—Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
X, what do you feed Snoopy? 
(Hot dogs.) 

—Now, tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
Feed Snoopy a hot dog. 

—Ask X what to give Snoopy. 
What do I give him? 
(Scissors.) 

—And ask X what you should feed him now. 
What should I feed Snoopy now? 
(Potato chips.) £ Case lj 

—And tell X what to give Snoopy now. 
Potato chips. 

—And ask X what you should give him now. 
X, what should I give Snoopy? 
(Cards .) £ Case lj 

--Now one by one we're going to put the items back into the 
box, asking and telling as before. 

—Would you ask X what to put back first. 
X, what do I put back first? 
(The whistle.) 

—And ask X what to put back next. 
What do I put back next? 
(The lizard.) 

—Tell X what to put back. 
The pair of teeth. 

--Ask X what food to put back now. 
X, what food should I put back? 
(Coke.) 

—And ask X what you should put back now. 
X, what should I put back? 
(Cards .) £ Case lj 

The other three children at Stage E in the present study 

used "we" in their responses to Case 3 "askq" instructions, ei

ther all the time or part of the time. 
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Interview Example 20. Angel S. (Group MH, age 9-5) 

—Would you first ask X what to feed Snoopy. 
X, what shall we feed Snoopy? 
(Potato chips.) 

—Now would you tell X what to feed Snoopy. 
X, feed Snoopy the hot dog. 

—Nov;, ask X what you should give him to play with. 
What should I give Snoopy to play with? 
(The jug.) I Case jJ 

—Would you ask X what to feed him next. 
What should we feed Snoopy next? 
(The bug.) 

—Ask X what to give him next. 
What should we give him next? 
(The clock.) 

—Ask X what you should feed Snoopy now? 
What should ,we feed Snoopy now? 
(Potato chips.) [Case l] 

—Will you ask X what to put back first. 
What should we put back first? 
(The ball.) 

—Ask X what to put back next. 
What should we put back next? 
(The bat.) 

—Tell X what to put back. 
X, put back the knife. 

—Ask X what food to put back now. 
What food shall we put back now? 
(Potato chips.) 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
What should we—I put back now? 
(The car.) [Case l3 
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—Would you ask X what to put back next. 
What would you put back next? 
(The clock.) 

—Tell X what to put back. 
X, put back the bug. 

—Ask X what you should put back now. 
What should I put back now, X? 
(The whistle.) [Case l] 

The results of Sequence d, which also measured knowledge 

of Case 3 constructions, indicated, as did Chomsky's (1969, 

p. 101; 1972, p. 13) results, that the picture test was easier 

than the conversational test for some children. Six children who 

had failed the conversational test succeeded with all the picture 

pairs. Three of the four children at Stage E succeeded in both 

tests. One child at Stage E in the conversation test failed the 

picture test, correctly selecting only one of the three pictures 

in the latter test. This child was the only one to score lower 

on the picture test than on the conversational test. 

In the present study knowledge of Case 3 constructions 

was determined according to performance on the conversational 

test (Sequence c) only. This procedure is in accordance with 

Chomsky's procedure in her first study (1969), but in contrast 

to her procedure in her second study (1972)—that of requiring 

success in both the conversational and picture tests. 

A Mann-Whitney U test was applied to the ordinally ranked 

Stage membership data resulting from Analysis I (Table 5) to de

termine the probability associated with occurrence of the U value 
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under the null statistical hypothesis that BH and BL had the same 

distribution. Since ties often occurred in these data and could 

result in an inflated value of p, a correlation for ties in rank 

was included in the statistical analysis. On the basis of rejec

tion regions in other behavioral science studies, the region of 

rejection for all statistical tests in this study was established 

at equal to or less than a .05 probability level. 

The U test of Group BH and Group BL resulted in a p of 

.0721, failing to reject the null statistical hypothesis of no 

difference between the Groups, and also failing to confirm the 

research hypothesis of difference between Group BH and Group BL 

in knowledge of the words "ask" and "tell." 

The test of Groups BL and ML resulted in p = .2005, also 

failing to reject the null hypothesis of no difference. As might 

be expected from an inspection of the data in Table 5, when the 

test was applied to any two Groups, one of which was Group MH, a 

probability level low enough to reject the null hypothesis did 

occur. The test of Groups BH and MH resulted in a p of .0047; 

while the test of Groups MH and ML produced a p of .0005. Table 

6 shows the statistical findings for Linguistic Analysis I. 

In summary, for the first form of linguistic analysis of 

the "askq/tell" interview, the statistical examination of the 

distributions of scores resulted in failure to reject the null 

hypothesis in the comparison between bilingual children who 

scored high in measured reading achievement and bilingual 



children who scored low in measured reading achievement, the two 

Groups in the central research study. 

Table 6. Interview I—Ask/Tell, Linguistic Analysis I, Askq/ 
Tell: Summary of Statistical Findings, Mann-Whitney 
U Test 

Comparison 
Groups 

P 
Value 

Action on 
Null Hypothesis Comments 

BH and BL 

MH and ML 

BH and MH 

BL and ML 

.0721 

.0005 

.0047 

.2005 

failed to reject 

rejected 

rejected 

failed to reject 

difference not 
established 

difference estab
lished 

difference estab
lished 

difference not 
established 

In the comparison study, the statistical test of the bi

lingual children who scored low in measured reading achievement 

and monolingual children who scored low in measured reading 

achievement also failed to establish a difference between the 

Groups. 

A statistical examination of the two Monolingual Groups, 

those who scored high and those who scored low in measured read

ing achievement did reject the null hypothesis of no difference. 

The null statistical hypothesis was also rejected as a result of 

the analysis of the distribution of scores for the two Groups 

that scored high in reading achievement, the Bilingual and Mono

lingual Groups. Thus, the only two statistical differences 
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established beyond the .05 level were in the comparison study: 

first, between the two Monolingual Groups; and second, between 

the two High Groups. 

Results of both forms of linguistic analysis applied to 

Interview I--Askq/Tell will be discussed after Analysis II is 

presented. A resume of findings is also included at the end of 

this chapter. 

Linguistic Analysis I of the "askq/tell" data resulting 

from Interview I, considered primarily the child's success or 

failure to discriminate between the structures in each Case, 

without regard to whether the response pattern was consistently 

"askq" or "tell." As stated earlier, Chomsky (1969, 1972) found 

the children who failed to discriminate between "askq" and "tell" 

instructions in her studies gave "tell" responses to both "askq" 

and "tell" instructions. This pattern of responses is what might 

have been expected when a child failed to discriminate, since the 

"askq" structure is theoretically more complex grammatically. In 

the present study, however, failure to discriminate between 

"askq" and "tell" instructions was most often marked by "askq" 

responses to both "askq" and "tell" instructions. In other 

words, the children were answering both "askq" and "tell" in

structions with the more complex form of interpretation and re

sponse. In the present study, the second linguistic analysis of 

the data (Analysis II) chiefly examined the consistent response 

patterns of each child, noting whether the simpler "tell" re

sponse or the more complex "askq" response occurred. 
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The difference between these two forms of analysis is 

more one of emphasis than of essence. Neither analysis can con

form directly to Chomsky's (1969) form because of the variation 

in response patterns in her research sample and in the present 

study, but neither are the forms of analysis provided here at 

odds with Chomsky's intent to investigate the language develop

ment process. Chomsky's Stages of Development evolved from the 

actual results of her first study (1969) as well as from grammar 

theory; the results of the presert study differ from hers in ways 

which necessitate special classification of the Interview I data 

in order to display the qualities of linguistic variability in

herent in the children's responses. In the present study the two 

linguistic analyses were attempts to organize the data as closely 

as possible in accordance with Chomsky's intent, as understood by 

this researcher, and yet also in accordance with the particular 

features of the data in the present research. 

In the second analysis emphasis was placed on the child's 

knowledge of the complex "askq" construction as opposed to the 

emphasis placed on the child's differentiation of instructions in 

the first analysis. In order to be able to compare the results 

of the second analysis with the first, Stages A through E were 

again designated and were defined generally the same as in the 

first analysis, but the application of the Stages differed in 

Analysis II. 

For Analysis II, each child was first placed at a Stage 

according to his knowledge of "askq" constructions, as 
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exemplified by his production of "askq" responses to instruc

tions, regardless of whether he differentiated between "askq" and 

"tell" instructions. The assumption underlying this appointment 

to Stage is based on the grammatical theory that "askq" is a more 

complex construction than is "tell;" therefore, if the child 

gives "askq" interpretations and responses, even though he may 

give them nondifferentially to "askq" and "tell" instructions, he 

provides evidence of knowledge of the "askq" construction. 

Placement at Stage E remained the same as in the first analysis, 

requiring knowledge of subject assignment. A second assumption, 

directly related to the first, is that the child's failure to 

differentiate "askq" and "tell" instructions, when he consistent

ly responds with the "askq" interpretation, results from causes 

other than linguistic incompetence. Some possible causes have 

already been discussed in connection with the first analysis (see 

page 63). 

After being placed at a Stage (A-E) the child's linguis

tic behavior was further analyzed to identify him at a rank 

within the Stage classification. The ranks are indicated by sub

scripts to the Stage designations, e.g., A^, D3, E4. An explana

tion of each rank is presented in Table 7. The order throughout 

the stage-rank organization eminates from a possible sequence of 

development in regard to the "askq/tell" structures tested. 
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Table 7. Interview I—Ask/Tell: Stage-Rank Descriptions Used 
in Analysis II of Askq/Tell Constructions 

Stages 
and 

Ranks 
Descriptions 

Success in "tell" structures; failure in 
"askq" structures. 
rai' 1 IIT>Q 

Al 

A2 

B 

Cl 

C2 

Dl 

D2 

D3 

El 

Case 1: 

Cases 2, 3: Failure. 

Case 1: Mixed "askq" and "tell" responses to both 
"askq" and "tell" instructions. 

Cases 2, 3: Failure. 

Case 1: 
Case 2: 

Case 3: 

Cases 1, 2: 

Case 3: 

Cases 1, 2: 
Case 3: 

Cases 1, 2: 

Case 3: 

Cases 1, 2: 
Case 3: 

Cases 1, 2: 
Case 3: 

Cases 1, 2: 

Case 3: 

Success in both "askq" and "tell" structures 
Success in "tell" structures; failure in 
"askq" structures. 
Failure. 

Success in "askq" structures; failure or 
mixed responses in "tell" structures . 
Failure. 

Success in both "askq" and "tell" structures 
Failure. 

Success in "askq" structures; failure in 
"tell" structures. 
Success in "askq" structures; failure or 
mixed responses in "tell" structures. 
Failure in subject assignment. 

Success in both structures. 
Success in "askq" structures; failure or 
mixed responses in "tell" structures. 
Failure in subject assignment. 

Success in both structures. 
Success in both structures. 
Failure in subject assignment. 

Success in "askq" structures; failure in 
"tell" structures. 
Success in "askq" structures; failure or 
mixed responses in "tell" structures. 
Mi xed s ubj e ct as s i gnment. 
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Table 7, Continued 

Stages 
and 

Ranks 
Descriptions 

E2 Cases 
Case 

1, 2: 
3: 

Success in both structures. 
Success in "askq" structures; failure or 
mixed responses in "tell" structures. 
Mixed subject assignment or assignment of 
"we." 

E3 Cases 
Case 

1,2,3: 
3: 

Success in both structures. 
Mixed subject assignment or assignment of 
"we." 

E4 Cases 
Case 

1,2,3: 
3: 

Success in both structures. 
Success in subject assignment. 

For each child, Interview I, Sequences b, c, and d, were 

reanalyzed for the Analysis II Stage and Rank classification. 

The distribution results of this analysis are displayed by Groups 

in Table 8. The data from Table 8 were then collapsed into Table 

9 to show Stage membership resulting from the second form of 

analysis in a manner to facilitate comparison of the findings 

with the data from the first analysis, shown in Table 5. 

There are major differences in the results of the two 

analyses as shown on the two tables (5 and 9). In the second 

analysis only three children fell at Stage A. These were the 

same children described early in the first analysis and in Inter

view Examples 8, 9, and 10. The other children who were placed 

at Stage A in the first analysis moved to a later Stage, individ

ual placement depending upon each child's particular responses in 

the three Cases . Most children who moved Stages as a result of 



Table 8. Interview I—Ask/Tell: Distribution of Scores at Developmental Stages 
and Ranks Resulting from Analysis II of Askq/Tell Sequences b, c, and 
d, Listed by Group (Stages and Ranks are defined in Table 7) 

Group 
A B C 

Stage 
D E 

Group 

Aj. A2 Cl c2 »1 
Rank 
I>2 Dj D& S1 ^2 E3 ^4 

BH 1 1 
(9-10)* (9-5) 

2 
(9-5, 
9-1) 

3 
(9-3, 
9-1, 
8-10) 

1 

(-9-0) 

BL 1 
(8-10) 

3 
(9-4, 
8-11, 
8-7) 

4 
(9-6, 
9-4, 
9-2, 
8-7) 

. 1 
(3-3) 

1 
('9-5) 

6 
(9-6, 
9-5, 
9-2, 
8-11, 
S-S. 
S-b) 

ML 1 
(9-6) 

1 
(8-7) 

1 
(9-10) 

2 
(9-5, 
8-S) 

1 
(9-7) 

2 
(9-8, 
9-4) 

• 

-Ages are shown in parentheses 



Analysis II were advanced, a few moving from Stage A in the first 

analysis to Stage E in the second. A small number of children 

moved back one or more Stages, as a result of the more refined 

descriptions of Stages and Ranks. 

Table 9. Interview I—Ask/Tell: Distribution of Scores of 
Developmental Stages A Through E Resulting from 
Analysis II of Askq/Tell Sequences b, c, and d, 
Listed by Group (Stages are defined in Table 7) 

Group A 
Developmental Stages 
B C D  E 

BH 0 0 2 2 4 

BL 1 0 3 4 0 

MH 1 0 1 0 6 

ML 1 0 2 3 2 

A statistical analysis was performed on the data from 

Table 8, using the same test of dfference (Mann-Whitney U test) 

applied to the data from the first analysis. A summary of the 

findings is shown in Table 10. The test of Group BH and Group BL 

resulted in a p of .0051 and rejection of the null statistical 

hypothesis. Thus, for Analysis II the research hypothesis that 

there was a difference between the Bilingual High and Bilingual 

Low Groups in knowledge of the words "ask" and "tell" was con

firmed . 
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Table 10. Interview I—Ask/Tell, Linguistic Analysis II, Askq/ 
Tell: Summary of Statistical Findings, Mann-Whitney 
U Test 

Comparison 
Groups 

P 
Value 

Action on 
Null Hypothesis Comments 

BH and BL .0051 rejected difference estab
lished 

MH and ML .0239 rejected difference estab
lished 

BH and MH .1170 failed to reject difference not 
established 

BL and ML .0968 failed to reject difference not 
established 

The test of Groups MH and ML also resulted in rejection 

of the null hypothesis, with p = .0239. The tests of Groups BH 

and MH, as well as of Groups BL and ML, failed to reject the null 

statistical hypothesis of no difference with results of p = .1170 

and p = .0968 respectively. 

Some statistical findings were quite opposed in the two 

linguistic analyses (see Tables 6 and 10). In Analysis II the 

Bilingual High and Bilingual Low Groups were found to be differ

ent , while in Analysis I the probability level of the U value 

failed to reject the null hypothesis of no difference. The con

verse occurred for the Bilingual High and Monolingual High 

Groups. In the first linguistic analysis Bilingual High and 

Monolingual High Groups were found to be different, while in the 
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second linguistic analysis the probability level failed to reject 

the null hypothesis. For the other two comparisons between 

Groups (MH and ML; BL and ML) the findings were the same although 

the probability levels varied: rejected the null hypothesis for 

Groups MH and ML; failed to reject for Groups BL and ML. 

Carol Chomsky found that "all the children learned to 

handle the simple Cases before the complex ones (1969, p. 54)." 

No child succeeded at a complex Case level without also succeed

ing in the less complex Cases . In other words, no child suc

ceeded with Case 2 unless also succeeding with Case 1; no child 

succeeded with Case 3 without also succeeding in Cases 1 and 2. 

Conversely, a child who failed in Case 1 also failed in Cases 2 

and 3. A child who failed in Cases 1 and 2 also failed in Case 

3, but a child who failed in Case 3 might have succeeded in Cases 

1 and 2. The second linguistic analysis in the present study 

manifested the same orderly development found in Chomsky's (1969) 

study, while the first analysis did not. Because of the pecu

liarities of the data in this present research the refined rank

ings of the second analysis were required before the order was 

evident. Because of its emphasis on knowledge of the complex 

"askq" construction in the three Cases tested, a significance 

which Chomsky's (1969, 1972) studies also maintained, the second 

analysis seems somewhat more in accord with the substance of 

Chomsky's work. The first analysis, however, provides signifi

cant information concerning the young child's confusion between 
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"askq" and "tell," even after some "askq" structures are cor

rectly interpreted. 

Because Linguistic Analysis II appears to the researcher 

to be more amenable to the substantive intent of Chomsky's analy

sis than does Analysis I, the information from Tables 8 and 9, 

and the corresponding statistical data, will be included in the 

correlation of Interview findings at the end of this chapter. 

In summary, the data from Analysis II indicated that the 

children who were high in measured reading achievement were sig

nificantly better in their performance on the "askq/tell" 

Sequences than were the children who scored low in measured read

ing achievement. This was the result for both bilingual and 

monolingual children. The two High Groups were not statistically 

different; nor were the two Low Groups. 

The progression through the Stages and Ranks was not a 

progression by age, as can be easily observed in Table 8 on which 

ages are noted. A child age nine years six months old scored at 

level Ai; another child of the same age scored at level E 3 .  

Children age 8-6 and 8-7 scored at almost every Stage. There is 

no sequential pattern of ages observable in the table. The or

derly sequence found in the data appears to be related to the 

child's particular stage of linguistic development and not to his 

age. The sequence may represent a pattern of development that a 

child might pass through as his knowledge of a construction 

matures. 
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Neither was a pattern based on sex apparent in the data; 

both boys and girls scored at each Stage. In the second analy-

sis, two of the three children scoring at Stage A were girls; 

seven of the twelve children scoring at Stage E were girls. Both 

boys and girls scored at Stages C and D: three of the seven 

children at Stage C were girls; four of the nine children at 

Stage D were girls. 

A note of Chomsky's should not be overlooked. She sug

gested the possibility that adult competence "may be reached in a 

young child, and the child may not advance further (1969, 

p. 102)." To establish whether this possibility might be true^ 

adults would need to be checked for competence in "ask^/tell" 

constructions, and adult errors compared with those of children 

of various ages to help determine developmental patterns into 

adulthood. A study including bilingual adults, as well as 

monolingual adults, could provide additional information regard

ing comparative developmental patterns of these two language 

groups. 

Interview II--Promise/Tell 

Hypothesis 

There is a difference between Group BH and Group BL in 

knowledge of the words "promise" and "tell" in similar struc

tures . 
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Interview Purpose 

To investigate each child's interpretation of sentences 

which violate the general principle of minimal distance (MDP) for 

determination of the implicit subject of a complement verb. 

Linguistic Rationale 

The Minimal Distance Principle applies quite generally in 

English. In the sentence 

(1) John told Bill to leave. 

Bill, the noun phrase most closely preceding the complement verb, 

is the subject of the complement verb. Thus, this sentence con

forms to the MDP. 

Similar syntactic structures associated with the word 

"promise" are at variance with the MDP. In the sentence 

(6) John promised Bill to leave. 

John, the main clause noun phrase, not the noun phrase most 

closely preceding the complement verb, is the subject of the com

plement verb. 

Unlike syntactic structures associated with "ask^," which 

may be ambiguous in subject assignment to the complement verb, 

structures associated with "promise" are apparently uniquely con

sistent in their violation of the MDP. In "promise" construc

tions, the main clause noun phrase is consistently the subject of 

the complement verb. 

Carol Chomsky hypothesized that the "promise" construc

tion would be more complex than constructions conforming to the 
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MDP because the "promise" construction constitutes an exception, 

albiet a consistent violation, to the generally applied MDP, and 

that the exceptional structure with "promise" would be learned by 

a child after the MDP was learned. In other words, children who 

had learned the MDP but not the "promise" violation would assign 

the subject in either case as the noun phrase most closely pre

ceding the infinitival complement verb. Her research results 

suggested confirmation of the hypothesis. 

Sentences in the interview were designed to investigate 

knowledge of the verbs "promise" and "tell" in corresponding 

structures. Care was taken to avoid semantic clues to aid in as

signing the subject to the complement verb. The child's knowl

edge of the word "tell" had been tested in Interview I and was 

not retested. 

Interview Form 

Place on the table in front of the child a book, and the 

figures of Snoopy and Charlie Brown. 

1. Establish that the child knows the meaning of "promise." 

Sample sentences: 

—Can you tell me what you would say to your friend if you 
promised him that you'd call him up this afternoon. How 
would you say that to him? What would you say to him? 
What do you mean when you make somebody a promise? What's 
special about a promise? 

2. Have the child identify the figures. 

Sample sentences: 

—Can you tell me who this is? {Indicate Snoopy.] 
--And this? [indicate Charlie Brown.] 
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3. Have the child practice the actions. 

Sample sentences: 

--Now I want you to make them do some things, and I'll tell 
you what. 

--Will you show me Charlie Brown doing a somersault. 
--Make Snoopy hop up and down. 
—Make Snoopy lie down. 
--Make Charlie Brown stand on the book. 

4. Practice sentences. 

Sample sentences: 

; --Snoopy wants to do a somersault. Make him do it. 
—Snoopy wants Charlie Brown to do a somersault. Make him 
do it. 

--Charlie decided to stand on the book. Make him do it. 
—Charlie says he's going to lie down. Have him do it. 

5. Test sentences. 

Sample sentences: 

—Snoopy tells Charlie to hop up and down. Make him hop. 
—Snoopy promises Charlie to do a somersault. Make him do 
it. 

—Charlie promises Snoopy to hop up and down. Make him hop. 
—Snoopy tells Charlie to lie down. Make him do it. 
—Snoopy promises Charlie to stand on the book. Make him to 
it. 

--Charlie promises Snoopy to lie down. Have him lie down. 
--Snoopy tells Charlie to do a somersault. Make him do it. 
--Charlie promises Snoopy to stand on the book. Make him do 
it. 

See the illustration of this Interview in Figure 2. 

Interview Descriptions and Findings 

Every child interviewed understood the concept of the 

word "promise" in some syntactic structures; every child passed 

part one of the interview, which established that the child knew 

the meaning of the word. Even the children who subsequently 



Figure 2. Interview II , Promise/Tell: Illustration 
lO 
lO 
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failed the test sentences (performing at Stage 1, as explained 

below) were able to express to the interviewer acceptable con

cepts of "promise." The following examples are from the inter

views of children who did not know the "promise" constructions in 

the test sentences. 

Interview Example 21. John S. (Group ML, Age 9-6) 

--John, can you tell me what you would say to a friend if 
you promised him you would call up this afternoon. If you 
promised. 
I will promise to call you. 

--What does that mean—to promise? 
To keep it. 

—What's very special about making a promise? 
To keep it and keep it a secret. 

--If you say, I promise to call you this afternoon, it means 
you are going to do what? 
Call him. 

Interview Example 22. Jenny G. (Group ML, Age 8-6) 

--Jenny, can you tell me what you would say to a friend if 
you promised her that you would call up this afternoon? 
What would you say, if you promised her that? 
I'd call her. 

--Good. What does it mean to promise? 
I'll call. 

—Suppose your mother promised you that she would bake some 
cookies. What does that mean that she promised that she 
would. 
She will. 

—She will. Good. What's special about a promise? 
You have to do it. 

Interview Example 23. Gilbert C. (Group BL, Age 9-2) 

—Gilbert, suppose that you promised a friend that you would 
call him up this afternoon. Can you tell me what you would 
say to your friend? 
I promise you I call you up this afternoon at 2:00. 
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--What does that mean--to promise? 
It means that he's keeping something, that to call some
body. He's promised to call somebody, he's keeping it, 
so that he can call somebody. 

Sonya J., who scored at the lowest level of any of the 

Monolingual High Group, interviewed as follows. 

Interview Example 24. Sonya J. (Group MH, Age 9-3) 

—Sonya, can you tell me what you would say to your friend 
if you promised her you would call up this afternoon. 
I will call you when I get home. 

—Good. What does that mean—to promise that you'll call? 
You will. 

—That you will do it. Good. What's special about a prom
ise? 

You don't break a promise. 

All the children immediately identified the figures to be 

used in this interview as Snoopy and Charlie Brown. Beginning 

with part three of the interview the children manipulated the 

figures in response to stimulus sentences. No language produc

tion was required of the children; no semantic clues were pro

vided in the sentences to aid the children in subject assignments. 

In part three of the interview, which established that 

the children understood the actions required of the test sen

tences, three of the children did not understand the action of a 

somersault, but had no difficulty remembering the action and as

sociating it with the word "somersault" after it had been demon

strated. All three of these children were bilingual; two were 

from the Bilingual Low Group; and one was from the Bilingual High 

Group. All other actions were understood without question, and 
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the figures were manipulated with assurance in almost every in

stance in interview parts three and four. 

Interview sentences were repeated for the children when

ever they seemed confused or when they requested a repetition. 

There was no limit on the number of times a sentence could be re

peated. Although no child failed the practice sentences of part 

four, several needed to have some sentences repeated by the in

terviewer, and others repeated the sentences to themselves out 

loud or in a whisper. 

The test sentences in part five necessitated more repeti

tions . Often repetitions were in response to the child's ques

tions about which figure to manipulate. For example, 

Which one do I do? 

or 

Snoopy does it? 

or sometimes just 

Charlie? 

In response to this type of question, the interviewer gave an 

answer such as 

—Listen again. Snoopy promises Charlie Brown to stand on 
the book. 

The repetition of the sentence was usually sufficient stimulation 

for an action. Sometimes a second repetition was needed. When

ever a repetition occurred, it was always the exact form of the 

sentence originally offered . 
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Carol Chomsky (1969) identified four Stages of Develop

ment with "promise/tell" constructions. These Stages are de

scribed in Table 11. Only the test sentences in part five were 

used to score the children at one of the four Stages. 

Table 11. Interview II--Promise/Tell: Stages of Development 
in Promise/Tell Constructions 

Stage Description 

1 Applies MDP to almost all verbs; has not yet learned 
"promise" exceptions; assigns subject complement con
sistently for both "tell" and "promise." 

2 Applies MDP inconsistently to "promise;" his consist
ency with the conforming word "tell" breaks down so 
he makes mistakes with "tell" also. 

3 Applies MDP consistently to the conforming word "tell;" 
exhibits lack of consistency with nonconforming word 
"promise." 

4 Applies MDP consistently to verb "tell;" applies rule 
for exception consistently to verb "promise." 

Following the individual analysis of each child's per

formance, it was found that the subjects of this research could 

be assigned to one of the four Stages as clearly as were Carol 

Chomsky's (1969) subjects. Interview II results are shown in 

Table 12. 

Thirteen of the thirty-two children got everything right, 

consistently assigning the correct subject to the complement verb 

for both "promise" and "tell" structures (Stage 4). Six children 

scored at Stage 1, consistently assigning the correct subject to 
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the complement verb in the "tell" structure, consistently assign

ing the wrong subject in the same structure with "promise." The 

two children who scored at Stage 2 gave mixed responses to both 

constructions. The eleven who scored at Stage 3 consistently 

assigned the correct subject to the complement verb in "tell" 

constructions but gave mixed responses to the "promise" construc

tions . 

Table 12. Interview II—Promise/Tell: Distribution of Scores 
at Developmental Stages 1 Through 4, Listed by Group 
(Stages are defined in Table 11) 

Group 1 
Stage 

2 3 4 

BH 0 0 1 7 

BL 1 1 6 0 

MH 0 1 1 6 

ML 5 0 3 0 

Chomsky discussed the Stages of Development for "promise" 

and "tell:" 

The children's interpretations can be clarified if 
we consider the following description as a possible ac
count of their development. In the earliest stage, 
(1), the child has learned the Minimal Distance Princi
ple . . . which works for almost all verbs, and has not 
yet become aware of this exception to it. His system 
for dealing with verbs is uniform: he assigns NP2 as 
complement subject consistently following both test 
verbs. Next, the child becomes aware that the MDP some
times does not apply, and the uniformity he formerly ex
hibited breaks down. "Promise" is the nonconforming 
verb, and he violates the MDP for "promise" haphazardly, 
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not having become sufficiently experienced to control 
its application and nonapplication correctly. He is in 
a transitional phase of acquiring a new rule for a non
conforming verb which interferes with his previously 
uniform system. At first his uncertainty is high, and 
he even makes mistakes with a conforming verb ("tell") 
in the confusion of being presented with a sequence of 
Ss {sentences] containing both verbs in an artificial 
test situation. This is stage (2). Somewhat later 
(stage 3), his uncertainty is reduced, and he gets the 
conforming verb "tell" consistently right, while still 
exhibiting lack of consistency with the nonconforming 
verb "promise." Finally he gains complete control 
over his new rule for "promise," and applies it con
sistently (stage 4) (1969, p. 38). 

Carol Chomsky found the developmental stages did not cor

relate highly with age: 

The range for children who get everything right is 
from 5.3 to 10.0. The range of children in the earli
est stage (consistent NP2 assignment) is from 5.0 to 
8.10. The "transitional" children range from 5.1 to 
9.7. It is surprising that the acquisition of this par
ticular structure is taking place in some children be
fore the age of 5, and in others after the age of 9 
(1969, p. 38). 

In the present study the age ranges of children scoring 

at the lowest Stage and at the highest Stage were almost identi

cal: 8-6 to 9-8 for Stage 1; 8-6 to 9-6 for Stage 4. 

In both Chomsky's studies and in the present study every 

child knew the semantic meaning of the word "promise" and its use 

in' some syntactic structures . Every child applied the MDP to 

some extent: children at Stage 1 applied the principle with con

sistency, children at the transient Stage 2 applied the principle 

inconsistently, and children at Stages 3 and 4 again applied the 

MDP consistently. In spite of this exhibited knowledge of both 

"promise" and the MDP, many children did not indicate knowledge 
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of the syntactic structures associated with "promise" in the in

terview items. 

No children in either High Group in the present study 

scored at Stage 1 and only one child in either of these Groups 

scored at Stage 2. Thirteen of the sixteen children in these two 

Groups scored at Stage 4, while no children in the two Low Groups 

scored at Stage 4, although six of the eight Bilingual Low sub

jects scored at Stage 3. The scoring patterns of the two High 

Groups are extremely similar, but the two Low Groups have a dis

similar distribution of scores with the bulk of the Monolingual 

Low Group at Stage 1 and the bulk of the Bilingual Low Group at 

Stage 3. 

Mann-Whitney U tests, including a correction factor for 

ties, were applied to the distribution data in Table 12. The 

test of Groups BH and BL resulted in p = .00026, considerably 

below the probability level required to reject the null hypoth

esis. One might have estimated such a result since seven of the 

eight BH scores were higher than all of the BL scores. The re

search hypothesis of a difference between the two Bilingual 

Groups (those who scored high in measured reading achievement and 

those who scored low) in knowledge of the words "promise" and 

r,tell" in similar structures was statistically confirmed. 

For the comparison study a test of the two Monolingual 

Groups produced similar results, p = .0008, and again a rejection 

of the null hypothesis and confirmation of difference between 
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those who scored high and those who scored low in reading 

achievement. A probability level of .2005 resulted from the test 

of Groups BH and MH. As cart be easily observed in Table 12, the 

distributions of scores for these two Groups were almost identi

cal . 

The U test on the Monolingual Low and Bilingual Low 

Groups resulted in a probability level of .0274, again well below 

the rejection point of .05. The difference between these two 

Groups is probably the most intriguing outcome of the analysis of 

Interview II. Although one must practice caution in generalizing 

from the small sample in this study, a possible difference be

tween bilingual children who score low in measured reading 

achievement and monolingual children who score low in measured 

reading achievement, in regard to the "promise/tell" structures 

tested, might be investigated in a future study. 

At several points in her discussions of syntactic devel

opment, Chomsky commented that "complete knowledge of a word in

cludes both the concept and all the syntactic structures 

associated with it (1969, p. 40)." In summary of Interview II, 

it should be restated that all the children in the sample under

stood the concept of "promise" in some syntactic environment; 

many of the children had not yet mastered full knowledge of 

"promise" in the tested more complex syntactic structure, which 

violates the general principle of minimal distance for determina

tion of the implicit subject of a complement verb. 



108 

Interview III—Easy To See 

Hypothesis 

There is a difference between children in Group BH and 

those in Group BL in knowledge of the constructions "easy to see" 

and "hard to see." 

Interview Purpose 

To investigate each child's interpretation of syntacti

cally complex sentences in which underlying grammatical relations 

are not expressed directly in the surface structures. 

Linguistic Rationale 

The grammatical order Subject-Verb-Object .is standard in 

English. The standard structural pattern is maintained in the 

sentence 

(7) John is eager to see. 

"John" is the subject of "is," the verb. "Eager" is the predi

cate adjective of "John," and "John" is also the subject of the 

infinitival complement verb "to see." The relations of the words 

in the above sentence are expressed directly in the standard 

grammatical word order of the surface structure. 

Since the sentence 

(8) John is easy to see, 

does not reflect in its surface structure the grammatical rela

tions of the words, interpretation of the sentence may be more 

complex then interpretation of sentence (7). In sentence (8) 
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the adjective "easy" is not predicated of "John;" neither is 

"John" the subject of the infinitival complement verb "to see." 

The subject of the complement verb is "someone," not named. The 

subject of the main clause is "to see John," as indicated in the 

paraphrase 

(9) To see John is easy. 

Carol Chomsky (1969) hypothesized that to interpret sen

tence (8) requires more syntactic knowledge than to interpret 

sentence (7) which conforms to standard grammatical order. She 

further hypothesized that the child whose language is still de

veloping in relation to these grammatical structures will assign 

the standard interpretation to the more complex structures. Her 

research results suggested confirmation of her hypotheses. 

Interview Form 

Place on the table in front of the child a large blind

folded Snoopy doll. 

Standard sentence: 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 

If the child's answer to the standard sentence is 
"Easy to see," say, 

—Would you make him hard to see. 

And, after the child has made Snoopy hard to see, say, 

—Tell me what you did. 

The last statement is included merely to record on the sound tape 

an account of what the child does . 
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If the child's answer to the first standard sentence is 
"Hard to see," say, 

—Would you make him easy to see. 

After the child has made Snoopy "easy to see" (usually 
by removing the blindfold), ask, 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 

—Arid why did that make him easier to see? 

See the illustration of Interview III in Figure 3. 

Interview Descriptions and Findings 

Each interview opened with the first standard sentence of 

the interview form, followed by: Would you make him easy/hard to 

see. For the remainder of the interview the approximate form 

given above was followed whenever the information sought could be 

thus attained. As with the other interviews in the research, a 

wide latitude of flexibility was maintained throughout to enable 

the interviewer to explore a child's knowledge of the structures 

being tested. Some instances of deviation from the given inter

view form are included in the Interview Examples below. The type 

and extent of deviation depended upon the nature of the answers 

given by the child being interviewed. In every interview, the 

first two questions followed the same form. Each child's answer 

was scored Correct or Incorrect according to his interpretation 

of the question: Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 



Figure 3. Interview III, Easy to See: Illustration 



Interviews with children who answered correctly were 

generally short, often consisting of three brief exchanges be

tween interviewer and child. A variety of ways to make Snoopy 

hard to see were selected by the children. 

Interview Example 25. Sean S. (Group MH, Age 9-6) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 

—Tell me what you did. 
Put him under the desk. 

Interview Example 26. Monica A. (Group BH, Age 9-0) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy to see. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 

—Tell me what you did. 
I hid him under the table. 

Interview Example 27. Javier N. (Group BH, Age 8-10) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 

—Tell me what you did. 
Put him under the chair. 

Interview Example 28. Tim H. (Group MH, Age 8-11) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy to see. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
May I put him here? 

—Yes . Tell me what you did. 
I put him in the trunk. 
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Interview Example 29. Ricky F. (Group BL, Age 9-4) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
Put him away. [Ricky places Snoopy as far away as the 
extension of Ricky's arm allows.] 

—Tell me what you did. 
I put him farther so I won't see him. 

Interview Example 30. John S. (Group ML> Age 9-6) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Can you make him hard to see? 
No. 

—How can you make him hard to see? 
Put it over it. Hmm. Put him in the garbage can. 

Some children, such as Brenda F., required a bit more prodding. 

Interview Example 31. Brenda F. (Group BH, Age 9-1) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
[Pause J 

—How would you make him hard to see? 
I don't know. 

—What could you do to make him hard to see? 
IPause.] 

—Think for a minute and see if you can think of a way to 
make Snoopy hard to see. 
[Pause .J 

—You can do anything you want to make him hard to see. 

—Tell me what you did. 
I hid him under the table. [Pause.] I started to do 
that but I didn't think that was right. ( 

Several of the children who were correct in their answers 

referred to the blindfold during the interview. Because Snoopy's 
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eyes and part of his head were covered by the bandana, an ambigu

ous interpretation of "hard to see" was possible. After all, 

Snoopy's eyes and part of his head were "hard to see" when the 

blindfold was in place. Probing was essential with some chil

dren to determine to which meaning of "hard to see" they re

ferred. Otherwise, if a child answered "hard to see" on the 

basis of the alternative interpretation, the evaluation of the 

test constructions would be deflected. (Chomsky did not include 

the blindfold in her second study of 1972; instead she used a 

doll whose eyes could be closed and opened.) 

Interview Example 32. Wendy R. (Group BH, Age 9-0) 

--Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy to see. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
His face? IShe fingers the blindfold.] 

--You said Snoopy is easy to see. Now can you make him hard 
to see? What could you do to make him hard to see? 

I'd pull the scarf down. 
—Why would that make him hard to see? 

Because it's something to cover. 

—What else could you do to make him hard to see? 
Hide him. 

Interview Example 33. Kerry P. (Group MH, Age 8-8) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy to see. But under this part [he indicates the 
blindfold] is hard to see, his eyes. 

--Can you make him hard to see. 
I don't know. 

--What would you do to make him hard to see? 
Hard to see? 
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--Yes . 
I'd put something over him. 

—Show me. 

—Tell me what you did. 
I put something over him. 

James T. never wavered from the statement that Snoopy was 

easy to see, although his conversation about how to make Snoopy 

hard to see showed signs of the simpler interpretation of the 

test construction. James was scored Correct. 

Interview Example 34. James T. (Group BL, Age 9-4) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 

—Tell me what you did. 
I covered his eyes . 

—How did you cover his eyes? With that bandana? 
Yes . 

—That handkerchief is over his eyes now. Is he easy to see 
or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—He's still easy to see. Can you make him hard to see now? 
Do something to make him hard to see. 

Covered his eyes. 
—Now is he hard to see? 

No. 
—Okay. Can you make him hard to see? 

No. 
—Think how you could make him hard to see. What could you 
do to make him hard to see? 

Hide him. 

The next two examples are of children with whom individ

ual exploration was especially necessary in order to establish 

knowledge of the more complex structure being tested. Both 

Robert V. and Frances Y. were scored Correct, although each 
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answered "hard to see" when initially asked the first question of 

the interview form. 

Interview Example 35. Robert V. (Group BH, Age 9-5) 

--Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 

--Would you make him easy to see? 
Yes. iHe removes the blindfold J 

--Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because his eyes are covered and part of his head. 

--What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Take the blindfold off. 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
So we could see his eyes and part of his face. 

—Why was he hard to see at first? 
We couldn't see his eyes or here or right here. [He 
points to various parts of SnoopyTs face which had been 
hidden by the blindfold.J 

[Interviewer replaces the blindfold JJ 
—If we were talking about all of him and we said: Is he 
easy to see or hard to see, what would you say? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
By putting the blindfold back on. 

Frances Y. at no time worked with the blindfold. 

Interview Example 36. Frances Y. (Group BL, Age 9-6) 

--Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 

--Would you make him easy to see. 
Yes . 

--What did you do to make him easy to see. 
Stand up; for to see better. 

--Can you show me a way to make him very hard to see? 

--Tell me what you did. 
Turned him on the side. 
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--Would you find another way to make him hard to see. Any 
way you like. 

Hide him? 
—Do that for me. [He puts Snoopy behind his back.] 

—So when he's up here like this, is he easy to see or hard 
to see? 

Easy to see. _ 

Sonya J. contributed the most mixed answers of any given 

by the children in Interview III. She was scored Correct by the 

interviewer, but not without some reservations. It is interest

ing to note that this same child scored the lowest of the Mono

lingual High Group in Interview II. Her answers in that 

interview were also mixed. 

Interview Example 37. Sonya J. (Group MH, Age 9-3) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
fShe puts Snoopy back on the far desk.J 

—What did you do? 
Put him back. 

—Show me another way to make him hard to see. 
Put on that. 

—Go ahead and do what you need to do to make him hard to 
see. 

Take this off. IShe removes the blindfold.] 
—Take it off? 

Yes . 
--Okay. If you want to. 

—Why would that make him hard to see? 
Because this is over his face and he can't see. 

--So when you take it off does that make hirn easy to see or 
hard to see? 
Easy. 
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—When this is on like this Ithe blindfold is on SnoopyJ, is 
he easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard. 

—Would you make him easy to see. 
£She removes the blindfold.] 

--Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because you can't see his eyes and he can't see you. 

—And why did taking off his blindfold make him easier to 
see? 

Because you can see his eyes. 

—Can you show me another way to make him hard to see? 
Put him under here. Ishe puts Snoopy under the table.] 

The children who answered that Snoopy was "hard to see" 

invariably made him "easy to see" by removing his blindfold. 

Many of their responses to the subsequent interview questions 

were quite forthright, giving as the reason the blindfold was 

removed such explanations as, "so that he can see what he is do

ing." Some examples follow. 

Interview Example 38. Cindy P. (Group ML, Age 8-7) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 

--Would you make him easy to see. 
[She removes blindfold.] 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because he had a blindfold on his eyes. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Took off the blindfold. 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
So he can see what he is doing and where he is going. 
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Interview Example 39. Lillian M. (Group BL, Age 8-7) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 

—Would you make him easy to see. 
IShe removes the blindfold.] 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because he had a rag over his head. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Took it off. 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
Because he doesn't have, he doesn't have it in his 
eyes anymore. 

Interview Example 40. Angelica M. (Group BL, Age 8-10) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 

—Would you make him easy to see. 
Yes. [She removes the blindfold.] 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because, because he had this [she indicates blindfold] 
on his eyes and he couldn't see. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Untied this. 

—The blindfold? 
Yes . 

--And why did that make him easier to see? 
Because, because without, without this, he, he can't 
see and the, and the, without this he could see, but 
with this he can't [indicating blindfold]. 

Additional conversation was needed with some of the children. 

Interview Example 41. LaMark B. (Group ML, Age 9-7) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 
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--Would you make him easy to see. 
£He removes the blindfold.] 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because he was blindfolded. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Take the blindfold off. 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
Because the blindfold was on. 

—When you took it off, why did that make him easier to see? 
£Pause.] 

—What did you take it off of that made him easier to see? 
Took it off his . . . 

--Off his what? 
His eyes. 

Interview Example 42. Margie H. (Group BL, Age 8-7) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard. 

—Would you make him easy to see. 
Ishe removes the blindfold.] 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because he had a handkerchief on his head. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Took it off. 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
Ah, ah. He could see things. 

—How could he see now? 
By taking off the handkerchief. 

—Off of what? 
His head. 

—What part of his head? 
His eyes. 

As noted earlier, a few of the children who finally an

swered the inquiry correctly, at first had answered that Snoopy 

was hard to see. After some questioning these children changed 

their minds, answered "easy to see," and substantiated their 
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knowledge of the test construction by satisfactorily indicating 

how to make Snoopy hard to see. A converse exchange occurred 

with Renae R. who first answered that Snoopy was easy to see. As 

the interview progressed it became apparent that by saying Snoopy 

was "easy to see," Renae meant that it was easy for Snoopy to 

see. Later in the interview she changed her answer to "hard to 

see," removed the blindfold, and explained why he was "hard to 

see." 

Interview Example 43. Renae R. (Group ML, Age 9-8) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
Ishe tightens the blindfold.] 

—Tell me what you did. 
Took up this blind and made it tighter. 

—So that now what? 
Snoopy couldn't see. 

--Now that you have him like that, would you say that Snoopy 
is easy to see or hard to see. 

Hard to see. 

—Would you make him easy to see. 
[She removes the blindfold.] 

--Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because I tied it tighter. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Took out the knot and made it easier. 

--And why did that make him easier to see? 
So he can see what he is doing. 

An earlier comment was made about the ambiguous interpre

tation of "hard to see," which was possible since Snoopy's eyes 



122 

and part of his head were indeed hard to see when covered by the 

blindfold. Interview Examples 32 and 33 provided examples of 

children who made this interpretation of "hard to see," but who 

exhibited knowledge of the "easy to see" structure as the inter

view progressed. Below, Mike O.'s exchange is especially in

teresting because it underscores the importance of exploring the 

child's understanding. The scope of his knowledge does not be

come truly clear until the last response is made. Until then he 

could have been giving answers to justify an observation that 

Snoopy was hard to see because part of him was hard to see. Such 

was, in fact, not the case, as can be seen from the final response 

of the interview. Mike's answer was scored Incorrect. 

Interview Example 44. Mike 0. (Group BH, Age 9-5) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Hard to see. 

—Would you make him easy to see. 
fHe removes the blindfold.] 

—Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
'Cause, 'cause his face was covered up. 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Took the scarf out of his face. 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
When he had it on, he couldn't see. 

Norris L. provided what was undoubtedly the most perplex

ing of the incorrect exchanges. Although he first answered that 

Snoopy was easy to see, Norris alternated his responses 
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frequently, finally seeming to take a firm stand in the "hard to 

see" camp, removing the blindfold, and explaining why. 

Interview Example 45. Norris L. (Group ML, Age 9-5) 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy to see. 

—Would you make him hard to see. 
He's hard to see. 

—Oh. He's hard to see. Well, would you make him easy to 
see, then. 

He's easy to see. 

--If he's easy to see would you make him hard to see. 
Hard to see. 

--How would you make him hard to see. 
fHe removes the blindfold.] 

--Now is he easy to see or hard to see? 
Easy to see. 

--Why was he hard to see in the beginning? 
Because he had this . [Indicating the blindfold.] 

—What did you do to make him easier to see? 
Took off this . {Indicating the blindfold .] 

—And why did that make him easier to see? 
Because I took off this. 

--Why does that make Snoopy easy to see? 
It's off of his . . . 

--Off of his what? 
Off of his head. 

--Off of his head? 
And by his eye. 

—And by his eye? So now what? 
He's easy to see. 

As stated earlier, interviews were deemed Correct or In

correct depending on the child's interpretation of the question 

—Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 
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After individual interviews were analyzed, the total Correct and 

Incorrect scores for each Group were recorded in Table 13. 

Table 13. Interview III--Easy to See: Distribution of Correct 
and Incorrect Scores, Listed by Groups 

Group Total Correct Total Incorrect 

BH 7 1 

BL 4 4 

MH 8 0 

ML 3 5 

Every child in the Monolingual High Group and all but one 

child in the Bilingual High Group interpreted the test structures 

correctly. The Low Groups were each nearly evenly divided be

tween Correct and Incorrect interpretations. 

Carol Chomsky's (1969) research results suggested con

firmation of her hypotheses that to interpret sentence (8) re

quires more syntactic knowledge than to interpret sentence (7), 

which conforms to standard grammatical order; and that the child 

whose language is still developing in relation to these grammatic 

structures will assign the standard interpretation to more com

plex structures (see Linguistic Rationale, p. 108). In her 

sampling of forty children she found that in general the younger 

subjects (five-year olds) answered incorrectly and the older 

children (nine- and ten-year olds) answered correctly. In the 
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six- to eight-year old range some children answered correctly and 

others incorrectly. Some children as young as five, then, an

swered correctly; some children as old as eight answered incor

rectly, indicating syntactic learning of this structure was still 

going on (Chomsky 1969, pp. 27, 31). 

The children in the present research were ages 8-6 to 9-8 

when tested. Table 14 records the ages of the children giving 

correct and incorrect interpretations to the Easy to See test 

construction. Children ages 8-6 to 9-6 gave correct interpreta

tions; children 8-7 to 9-8 gave incorrect interpretations. Age 

was apparently not a significant factor in determining success or 

failure in the Easy to See Interview of the present study. 

Table 14. Interview III--Easy to See: Children's Correct and 
Incorrect Interpretations, Listed by Ages 

Correct Interpretation Incorrect Interpretation 

8-6 9-2 8-7 
8-6 9-2 8-7 
8-8 9-3 8-7 
8-10 9-3 8-10 
8-10 9-4 8-11 
8-11 9-4 9-4 
9-0 9-5 9-5 

• 9-0 9-6 9-5 
9-0 9-6 9-7 
9-1 9-6 9-8 
9-1 9-6 

Chi Square analysis (including a Yates correction for 

continuity, df = 1) of the data on Table 13 revealed no 
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significant difference between the research study Groups BH and 

BL (X2 = 1.11, significant beyond .30). Nor was there a statis

tical difference between Groups BH and MH or between Groups BL 

and ML in the comparison study. Chi Square analysis of Groups MH 

and ML resulted in a X2 of 4.7, significant beyond the .05 level. 

The statistical analysis of the distribution data of the 

Easy to See Interview (Table 13) affords an illustration exem

plifying the limitations of statistical interpretations of data 

and the obligation of the researcher to qualify the test statis

tics, as well as to allow test statistics to qualify the data. 

Had the raw data of Table 13 been related to children of ages 

five and six years or of ages fourteen and fifteen years, the 

mathematical examination of the data would have been the same as 

that presented in this study for children eight and nine years 

old. 

Eeyond the statistical outcome of a test of difference, 

an interpretation must happen within the breadth and the confines 

of the complete information surrounding the data. For half of a 

given group of children ages five and six years to interpret the 

test structure incorrectly could be viewed as expected in light 

of Carol Chomsky's (1969, 1972) findings. On the other hand, in 

consideration of Chomsky's conclusion that most children nine, 

ten, and above know the construction, for half of a given group 

of children ages fourteen and fifteen to score incorrectly on the 

Easy to See construction would not be expected. Even so, 



127 

knowledge of exact expectations at different ages is still unde

termined; additional investigations are required before state

ments of proportional distributions for different age groups can 

be made. At the present time the overall "significance" of data 

obviously must be determined with more in mind than mere statis

tical significance of a mathematical distribution. 

The children in this study were ages 8-6 to 9-8, falling 

at the upper end of the transitional ages and into the nine and 

ten year old range Chomsky tested and found generally to have 

mastered the syntactic construction investigated. Chomsky com

mented on her findings, "At the extremes, almost all five-year 

olds answered incorrectly, and all nine-year olds answered cor

rectly (1969, p. 27)." She further found that "there are chil

dren up to the age of eight who are still assigning the wrong 

interpretation to this construction (1969, p. 31)." In view of 

these findings by Carol Chomsky, the results of the present study 

indicating that all but one child in the Bilingual High Groups 

knew the test construction, while only half of the Bilingual Low 

Group interpreted the interview construction correctly, seem to 

illustrate a difference between these two Groups in spite of the 

lack of established statistical difference. 

A statistical difference between Groups MH and ML was 

found to be significant beyond the .05 level; however, even with

out this statistical determination, the difference between the 
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two Groups in regard to the syntactic structure tested might have 

been interpreted as developmentally or educationally "signifi

cant ." 

Three of the four Bilingual Low children who interpreted 

the test construction incorrectly were girls; three of the five 

Monolingual Low children who answered incorrectly were girls. 

The child in Group BH who gave the incorrect response was a boy. 

Table 15 records the sex of the children making incorrect inter

pretations . 

Table 15. Interview III--Easy to See: Sex of Children Who Gave 
Incorrect Responses to Easy to See Construction 

Group Boys Girls 

BL 13 

ML 2 3 

BH 10 

MH _0_ 0 
Totals 4 6 

Whatever differences between the High and Low Groups are 

observed seem to be attributable to Group membership based on 

measured reading achievement rather than to age or to sex. 
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Interview IV—Pronominalization 

Hypothesis 

There is a difference between Group BH and Group BL in 

knowledge of restricted pronominal reference to nonidentity. 

Interview Purpose 

To investigate each child's interpretation of restricted 

pronominal reference to nonidentity. 

Linguistic Rationale 

The reference of pronouns in English sentences may be re

stricted or unrestricted. In the following unrestricted sen

tences the pronoun may refer to the noun phrase elsewhere in the 

sentence (identity) or to someone else not mentioned in the sen

tence (nonidentity): 

(10) John knew that he was going to win the race. 
(11) When he was tired, John usually took a nap. 
(12) After John took a drink, he felt better. 
(13) Knowing that he was going to be late bothered John. 

In restricted sentences the pronoun's reference is re-

structed to nonidentity, to someone not mentioned in the sen

tence: 

(14) He knew that John was going to win the race. 
(15) He expected Mary to like John. 
(16) Knowing that John was going to win the race bothered 

him. 

Apparently the only type of pronominal restriction occurring in 

English is restriction to nonidentity. When the pronoun is in 

the main clause and the main clause precedes a noun phrase there 
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is no ambiguity; the pronoun must refer to some other noun phrase 

outside the sentence. 

Since the rules for restriction to nonidentity are more 

complex than the rules applying to unrestricted sentences, Carol 

Chomsky (1969) hypothesized that knowledge of unrestricted sen

tences will precede knowledge of the selective restricted 

sentences. Children who have not developed knowledge of re

stricted pronominal reference to nonidentity will interpret both 

unrestricted and restricted constructions as having unrestricted 

pronominal reference. 

Interview Form 

Place on the table in front of the child the figures of 

Linus and Charlie Brown. 

1. Introduction. 

Sample sentences: 

—Who is this? [indicate Charlie Brown .J 
—And who is this? flndicate Linus.] 

2. Practice . 

Sample sentences: 

—I'm going to tell you some things about Charlie Brown and 
Linus, such as Charlie Brown wants to go to the movies, or 
Linus is tired. And I want you to tell me each time who 
it is that I talked about. 

—If I say: "Charlie Brown wants to go to the movies," and 
I ask you: "Who wants to go to the movies?", what would 
you answer? 

--Suppose I say: "Linus is tired." Can you tell me who is 
tired? 
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—Now how about: "Linus knew that Charlie was tired." Who 
was tired? Who knew it? 

—Charlie Brown told his mother he was hungry. Who was 
hungry? And who told his mother? 

3. Test sentences. 

Standard sentences: 

—11. Linus thinks he knows everything. 
Linus thinks that who knows everything? 

— 1. He found out that Charlie Brown won the race. 
Who found out? 
And who won the race? 

— 6. After he got the candy, Charlie Brown left. 
Who got the candy? 
Who left? 

— 7. Before he went out, Linus took a nap. 
Before who went out? 
And who took the nap? 

— 2. He didn't know why Linus felt so sad. 
Who didn't know? 
And who felt sad? 

--12. Charlie Brown yawned when he sat down. 
When who sat down? 

— 3. He was glad that Linus got the candy. 
Who was glad? 

- - 8 .  I f  h e  w i n s  t h e  r a c e ,  L i n u s  w i l l  b e  h a p p y .  
If who wins the race? 

— 4. He was five years old when Linus broke his leg. 
Who was five years old? 
And who broke his leg? 

—13. Charlie Brown said that he was hungry for a big 
dinner. 
Who was hungry? 

— 9. When he -was seven, Charlie Brown learned to throw a 
ball. 
When who was seven? 
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— 5. He thinks Linus knows how. 
Who thinks? 

--14. Charlie Brown knew that he was going to be late. 
Who was going to be late? 
And who knew it? 

--10. When he changed schools, Linus was eight years old. 
When who changed schools? 

--15. Linus thinks he's going to win the race. 
Who's going to win the race? 

See the illustration of Interview IV in Figure 4. 

Interview Descriptions and Findings 

Every child identified the two figures without hesita

tion; both Charlie Brown and Linus had been used in an earlier 

interview. 

The figures were included in Interview IV to assist the 

children in pronoun identification. Identification with the 

physical figure had been found to be simpler them abstract pro

noun reference (Carol Chomsky 1969, pp. 105-106). Use of the 

figures also precluded the required production of the figures' 

names in the Interview; the child needed simply to point to or 

pick up a figure in answer to the practice and test questions. 

Many children used the figures extensively. A few did answer the 

questions throughout by pointing to or lifting the figures. Many 

children coupled their oral answers with physical identification 

of Charlie Brown or Linus . Almost every child used the figures 

while contemplating his answers, often handling the figures or 

moving his eyes to the figure of his choice. Handling of the 



Figure 4. Interview IV, Pronominalization : Illust ration 
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figures was more common during the practice session of the Inter

view. Often a child's verbal responses became more and more in

dependent of physical contact with the figures as the Interview 

progressed and the child became practiced in the procedure. 

Whenever an interviewed child seemed to understand the 

practice procedure (Part 2 of the Interview Form), the Test Sen

tences were administered in the standard order in which they are 

listed in the Interview Form. The test sentences were of three 

different structures. These are described below, and the numbers 

of the Test Sentences of each Type are listed under the descrip

tion. Only the answers to Type 1 sentences (1-5) were important 

to the interview purpose, since Type 1 sentences tested knowledge 

of the nonidentity requirement. 

Type 1 (Nonidentity requirement) 

Structure: pronoun is in main clause, 
precedes the noun phrase 

Test Sentences: 1-5 

Type 2 (Unrestricted reference) 

Structure: pronoun is in subordinate clause, 
precedes noun phrase 

Test Sentences: 6-10 

Type 3 (Unrestricted reference) 

Structure: pronoun is in subordinate clause, 
follows noun phrase 

Test Sentences: 11-15 
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A limitation of the testing procedure was that while in

correct responses to Type 1 sentences were indications that the 

child did not know the restriction to nonidentity (at least in 

the given test constructions), correct responses to Type 1 sen

tences could not be assumed to be proof of knowledge of the re

striction. In sentences of Types 2 and 3 it was possible to 

correctly interpret the pronoun as referring to the noun phrase 

in the sentence (identity) or to someone outside of the sentence 

(nonidentity). Since either response was correct with the sim

pler constructions, a consistent choice of the nonidentity re

sponse could be made for Type 2 and Type 3 sentences. Therefore, 

a choice of the nonidentity response for the more complex struc

ture in Type 1 sentences could not be a certain measure of the 

child's knowledge of restriction to nonidentity. 

The question asked in this Interview was: Does the child 

know that there is a nonidentity requirement for sentences of 

Type 1, as contrasted with Types 2 and 3, which have no such re

quirement? Nonidentity responses to Type 1 sentences are a sign 

that the child probably does know the restriction, but, as Carol 

Chomsky stated, "We can only say that the . . . children [suc

ceeding with Type 1 sentences] have given us no evidence to the 

contrary, i.e., they have not demonstrated that they do not know 

the restriction, as have the children £not succeeding with Type 1 

sentences] (1969, p. 109)." 
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Test sentences were repeated as often as the child re

quired . Sometimes a child repeated the sentences to himself, out 

loud or in a whisper, as he contemplated his responses. 

Occasionally the interviewer readministered a test sen

tence to investigate whether a child would respond in the same 

way a second time. Usually he did. Carol Chomsky conducted some 

informal checks of reliability of the Type 1 test items and found 

that children "almost always" gave the same responses when pre

sented with a test sentence a second time. First responses of 

Type 1 test items were concluded to be "significant indicators of 

the child's interpretations (1969, p. 106)," and were accepted in 

the present study, as well as in Chomsky's, as the final measure 

of the child's knowledge of the test construction. 

Table 16 gives the bilingual children's responses to the 

three Types of test constructions. Table 17 gives the same in

formation for the monolingual children. In both tables the age 

and Group of each child is also given. The children in each ta

ble are listed according to their performance on the Type 1 sen

tences ; those who missed the most Type 1 items are listed first. 

A mark of "i" indicates that the child identified the pronoun 

tested as referring to a noun phrase within the sentence (iden

tity); a mark of "n" indicates reference of the pronoun to some

one outside of the sentence (nonidentity). 



Table 16. Interview IV—Pronominalization: The Bilingual Children's Judgments of 
Pronominal Reference (Identity = i; Nonidentity = n) 

Sentences 
Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 

Name Group Age 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

Angelica M. BL 8-10 n i i i i i n n i n i i i n n 
L 
E 

James T. BL 9-4 n i i n i i i n i i i i i i i V 
Frances Y. BL 9-6 n i n n i i i n i i i i i i n E 
Fernando L. BL 8-11 n n n n i n n n i n n n i i i L 
Gilbert C. BL 9-2 n n n n i n i i i n i i i i i 
Ricky F. BL 9-4 n n n i n i n n i n i i i i i I 
Margie H. BL 8-7 n n i n n n n i n n n i i i i 
Lillian M. BL 8-7 n n n i n n n n i i n i i i i 
Robert V. BH 9-5 i n n n n i n i i n i i i i n 
Christine Y. BH 9-3 n n n i n i n i i i i i i i i 
Wendy R. BH 9-0 n i n n n n n n n n i i i n n 

Donald L. BH 9-1 n n n n n i n n n n i i i i i 
L 
E 

Mike 0. BH 9-5 n n n n n n n n n n i i i i i V 
Javier N. BH 9-0 n n n n n n i n n n i i i n n E 
Monica A. BH 9-0 n n n n n i i i i i i i i i i L 
Brenda F. BH 9-1 n n n n n n n n n n i i i i n 

II 



Table 17. Interview IV—Pronominalization: The Monolingual Children's Judgments of 
Pronominal Reference (Identity = i; Nonidentity = n) 

Sentences 
Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 

Name Group Age 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

Fabian S. ML 9-0 n i i i n i n n i i i i i i i 
L 
E 

Renae R. ML 9-8 n n i i i i i n i i i i i n i V 
Norris L. ML 9-5 n n i n i i n n i i i i i i i E 
Cindy P. ML 8-7 n i n i n n n n i i i i i i n L 
LaMark B. ML 9-7 n n n i n i i i i n i i i i n 
John S. ML 9-6 i n n n n i i n i i i i i i i I 
Tina B. MH 9-2 n n n i n n i n i i i i i i i 

Ivalee P. ML 9-4 n n n n n n n n n n n i n n n 
L 
E 

Jenny G. ML 8-6 n n n n n n n n n n n i i i n V 
Sean S. MH 9-6 n n n n n n i n i i i i i i i E 
Kerry P. MH 8-8 n n n n n i n n i n i i i i i L 
Tim H. MH 8-11 n n n n n i i n i n i i i i i 
Fred C. MH 8-6 n n n n n n n n i n i n i i i II 
Erika G. MH 9-6 n n n n n n n n n n i i i i i 
Sonya J. MH 9-3 n n n n n n n n n n i i i i i 
Angel S. MH 9-5 n n n n n n i n i n i i i i i 
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Children missing one or more sentences of Type 1 were 

concluded to not yet know the pronominal restriction to noniden

tity, and were determined to be at Level I. Children who inter

preted all of the Type 1 sentences with nonidentity reference 

were concluded to know the pronominal restriction to nonidentity, 

and were distinguished to be at Level II. 

Eleven of the bilingual children were at Level I, having 

each missed one, two, three, or four of the Type 1 sentences; no 

child missed all five items. Every child in the Bilingual Low 

Group missed at least one Type 1 sentence. The three Bilingual 

High children at Level I each missed one item. Five Bilingual 

High children scored at Level II. 

In the Monolingual Groups, seven children each missed 

one, two, or three of the Type 1 sentences. Again, no child 

missed all five items. Six of the Monolingual Low Group and only 

one child from the Monolingual High Group scored at Level I. 

Nine monolingual children, including two from the Monolingual Low 

Group, scored at Level II. 

Table 18 shows by Groups, the distribution of Correct 

(Level II) and Incorrect (Level I) scores. Chi Square analysis 

(including the Yate's correction factor) of the distribution data 

revealed a difference between Groups BH and BL significant beyond 

the .05 level (X^ = 4.7), confirming the research hypothesis of a 

difference between these two groups in knowledge of restricted 

pronominal reference to nonidentity. The same analysis of 
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Groups MH and ML resulted in a of 4.06, also significant be

yond the .05 level. There was no significant difference between 

the two High Groups or between the two Low Groups . The differ

ences between the High and Low Groups are not related to age, as 

can be seen in Tables 16 and 17. Children from ages 8-6 to 9-6 

responded correctly; children from 8-7 to 9-8 responded incor

rectly . 

Table 18. Interview IV—Pronominalization: Distribution of 
Correct and Incorrect Scores, Listed by Group 

Group 
Correct Incorrect 

Group (Level II) (Level I) 

BH 5 3 

BL 0 8 

MH 7 1 

ML 2 6 

The findings of this Interview are especially interesting 

in view of the conclusions of Carol Chomsky's (1969) earlier 

study. Chomsky found scores in pronominal reference were more 

cl'osely related to age than were scores in the other interviews, 

"With only three exceptions (ages 6.10, 8.10, and 5.2), the age 

cutoff between correct and incorrect responses is approximately 

5.6 (1969, p. 109)." If her findings are indicative of language 

development in a broader population of children, pronominal ref

erence "seems to be a fact about his language that a child learns 
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with considerable regularity at about age five or six (1969, 

p. 109)." Perhaps the rules for pronominalization are "more 

basic and more general than the rules underlying our other [testQ 

constructions (1969, p. 109)," applying to whole sentence struc

tures rather than to specific words. 

In the report of her second study Chomsky (1972) omitted 

the pronominalization construction and seems to have included in

stead other constructions thought to be more closely related to 

developmental sequence rather than to age. 

If the findings of the present study are indicative of 

language development patterns of children who score low in mea

sured reading achievement, most of these children, bilingual and 

monolingual, do not know the tested restrictions to pronominali

zation in spite of the fact that there is evidence provided in 

another study that the construction is learned by most children 

by age five or six (Chomsky 1969). 

Compilation and Correlation of 
Interview Findings 

This last section of the chapter summarizes the findings 

of the four Interviews, comparing the combined performances of 

the individual children, as well as the performance patterns of 

the research study groups and the comparison study groups . 

The performances of each child on the four test construc

tions are shown in Table 19 (for bilingual children) and Table 20 

(for monolingual children). The Ask/Tell results are listed by 
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Stage and Rank of Development concluded from Analysis II of- the 

Ask/Tell Interview data (Table 8). The Stages of Development 

(1 through 4) in the Promise/Tell construction are given in col

umn 5. In columns 4 and 6 scores on the Easy to See and Pronom-

inalization Interviews are marked with a + for Correct and a -

for Incorrect. 

The data from the four Interviews are compiled for in

spection for three kinds of relationships: first, the relation

ship of overall test results and ages of the participating 

children; second, the relationship of children's performances on 

the four Interviews and a possible sequence of development among 

the test constructions; and, third, the relationship of perform

ances of the children in the different study Groups. 

The Relationship of Overall Test 
Results and Ages of the Children 

Since no close relationship was found between ages and 

scores on any of the four Interviews when individually inspected, 

a close relationship between age and overall test results was not 

expected. Observation of the data in Tables 19 and 20 bears out 

this expectation. The narrow age range allowed in the present 

study, coupled with the fact that ages seven to nine seem to be 

transitional ages for some of the test constructions, probably 

precluded any emergence of age pattern in relation to pattern of 

scores. 
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Table 19. Results of Four Interviews: Bilingual Children's 
Scores Listed by Group and by Askq/Tell Stage and 
Rank (+ = Correct; - = Incorrect; Askq/Tell Stages 
and Ranks are defined in Table 7; Promise Stages 
are defined in Table 11) 

Name Age ^strage"11 Easy to See ^tage;6 Pronominal 

High Group 

Monica A. 9-0 Cl + 4 + 

Robert V. 9-5 c2 + 4 -

Mike 0. 9-5 D2 - 4 + 

Brenda F. 9-1 D2 + 4 + 

Christine Y. 9-3 E2 + 4 -

Javier N. 8-10 E2 + 3 + 

Donald L. 9-1 E2 + 4 + 

Wendy R. 9-0 E4 + 4 -

Low Group 

Angelica M. 8-10 Al - 3 -

Ricky F. 9-4 Cl + 3 -

Fernando L. 8-10 Cl - 3 -

Margie H. 8-7 C1 - 3 -

James T. 9-4 Dl + 3 -

Lillian M. 8-7 Dl - 3 -

Gilbert C. 9-2 Dl + 1 -

Frances Y. 9-6 Dl + 2 -
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Table 20. Results of Four Interviews: Monolingual Children's 
Scores Listed by Group and by Askq/Tell Stage and 
Rank (+ = Correct; - = Incorrect; Askq/Tell Stages 
and Ranks are defined in Table 7; Promise Stages 
are defined in Table 11) 

Askn/Tell _ . _ Promise 
Name Age Easy to See ct-a«P Pronominal 

High Group 

Sonya J. 9-3 A2 + 2 + 

Sean S. 9-6 Cl + 4 + 

Angel S. 9-5 E3 + 3 + 

Erika G. 9-6 E3 + 4 + 

Tina B. 9-2 E3 + 4 -

Kerry P. 8-8 E3 + 4 + 

Tim H. 8-11 E3 + 4 + 

Fred C. 8-6 E3 + 4 + 

Low Group 

John S. 9-6 *1 -l- 1 -

Cindy P. 8-7 Cl - 3 -

Fabian S. 9-0 C2 - 3 -

Norris L. 9-5 Dl - 1 -

Jenny G. 8-6 Dl + 1 + 

LaMark B. 9-7 + 1 -

Renae R. 9-8 E1 - 1 -

Ivalee P. 9-4 E1 - 3 + 
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The Relationship of Children's 
Overall Performance and a 
Possible Sequence of Development 
Among the Test Constructions 

In regard to a relationship between overall Interview 

performance and a sequence of development among test construc

tions, the following information might be observed. Two of the 

children who scored at Stage A in Ask/Tell failed the Pronominal

ization test; one of these children also failed the Easy to See 

Interview and the other child scored at Stage 1 in the Promise 

Interview. The third child at Stage A in Ask/Tell passed both 

the Easy to See and Pronominalization Interviews but scored low 

in knowledge of the Promise construction (Stage 2). 

Of the eight children at Stage C in Ask/Tell, half passed 

the Easy to See Interview, all scored at Stage 3 or 4 in the 

Promise Interview, while only two exhibited knowledge of the 

Pronominalization construction. The children at Stage D in Ask/ 

Tell scored six with Correct in Easy to See, only four at Stages 

3 and 4 in Promise, and only three with Correct in Pronominaliza

tion. 

Even the children at Stage E in Ask/Tell were inconsist

ent in their scores in the other Interviews: while ten of the 

twelve children were Correct in the Easy to See Interview and 

eleven scored at Stage 3 or 4 in knowledge of the Promise con

struction, only eight scored Correct in Pronominalization. Even 

Wendy R., who scored at E4, the highest Stage and Rank in 
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Ask/Tell, did not exhibit knowledge of Pronominalization as 

tested in Interview IV. 

Of the twenty-two children indicating knowledge of the 

Easy to See construction, twelve also indicated knowledge of 

Pronominalization; conversely, twelve of the fourteen children 

who indicated knowledge of Pronominalization also answered cor

rectly in the Easy to See Interview. Eighteen children (fourteen 

in the Low Groups) did not know the Pronominalization construc

tion. This discovery is especially startling when Carol Chom

sky's (1969) findings of a close correlation between age and 

knowledge of the Pronominalization construction are considered. 

She judged the cutoff age between Correct and Incorrect re

sponses at approximately five years, six months, considerably 

younger than the age of any of the children participating in the 

present study. Yet, over half of the children in the present re

search failed the Pronominalization Interview. One of the most 

important findings of the present research was the number of 

children (especially the children who scored low in measured 

reading achievement) who did not yet know the Pronominalization 

construction. If Chomsky was correct in establishing the Pronom

inalization construction as age related with the five to six year 

cutoff age, the children in this study who learned language at a 

slower rate were late in learning some age related constructions 

as well as those constructions more clearly associated with in

dividual rate of development. 
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Twenty-four children scored at Stages 3 and 4 in the 

Promise test, indicating some knowledge of the construction. 

(In her 1969 study, Carol Chomsky scored both Stage 3 and Stage 

4 as Correct in her interview compilation.) Fifteen of these 

children also scored Correct in Easy to See and ten of these fif

teen also scored Correct in Pronominalization. 

In these overall findings from the four Interviews for 

the four Groups, no sequence of development among the test con

structions for the children in this study is apparent. No state

ment can be made that if a child knows one particular construction 

he will probably have already learned another construction, which 

could then be presumed to have developed earlier. Carol Chomsky 

found such a sequence in her second study. In reporting the com

parison between five structures investigated in that study, three 

of which were Easy to See, Promise, and Ask/Tell, Chomsky com

mented : 

These structures appear to be quite divergent, and 
one would not ordinarily group them together as candi
dates for a developmental sequence, nor predict a specif
ic order of acquisition. Yet our results show that they 
are acquired in the order listed. The children's per
formance on these constructions divides them into five 
stages as shown . . . (1972, p. 19). 

The order in which the constructions are listed by Chomsky is as 

follows: Easy to See, Promise, Ask/Tell, and then two construc

tions (And and Although) included in the 1972 study but not in 

Chomsky's earlier 1969 study nor in the present research. Suc

cess in the Ask/Tell test in Chomsky's 1972 study was equivalent 
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to placement at Stage E4 in the present research. Success in 

Promise for the 1972 study was placement at Stage 3 or 4, as de

scribed earlier. 

Children who fail all five constructions are at 
Stage 1; Stage 2 children pass Easy to See and fail the 
others; Stage 3 children pass Easy to See and Promise 
and fail the others; Stage 4 children pass all but Al
though; Stage 5 children pass all five constructions. 

What is interesting in the data is the uniformity 
of the results. The amount of divergence from this se
quence of acquisition is extremely small, the children's 
individual responses deviating from the observed pattern 
at the rate of four responses per one hundred (Chomsky 
1972, p. 20). 

A listing similar to Chomsky's (1972, p. 19), omitting 

the Pronominalization test as she did and omitting the structures 

of And and Although not included in the present research, is 

given in Table 21. A notation of Stage and Rank is added for 

each child who reached Stage E in the Ask/Tell Interview. With 

the data exhibited in the fashion of Table 21 a pattern of se

quential development might be seen, except for the eight children 

who succeeded with the Promise construction and failed with the 

Easy to See construction. All but one of these children were in 

one of the Low Groups, Bilingual or Monolingual. In fact, all 

but one of the ten children failing the Easy to See construction 

were in one of the Low Groups. The exception is Mike 0., who 

was a member of the Bilingual High Group. 
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Table 21. Developmental Sequence of Children's Pass and Fail 
Performances in Three Constructions (+ = Pass; 
- = Fail) 

Name Easy to See Promise Ask/Tell 

Norris L. 
Renae R. - - -(Ej) 
Cindy P. - + 
Fabian S. - + 
Ivalee P. - + -(E^) 
Mike 0. - + 
Angelica M. - + 
Fernando L. - + 
Margie H. - + 
Lillian M. - + 
Sonya J. + -
John S. + -
Jenny G. + -
LaMark B. + -
Gilbert C. + 
Frances Y. + 
Sean S. + + 
Monica A. + + 
Robert V. + + 
Brenda F. + + -
Ricky F. + + 
James T. + + 
Christine Y. + + -(E2) 
Javier N. + + -(E2) 
Donald L. + + -(E2) 
Angel S. + + - ( E 3 )  
Erika G. + + -(E3) 

Tina B. + + - ( E 3 )  
Kerry P. + + - ( E 3 )  
Tim H. + + -(E3) 

Fred C. + + - ( E 3 )  
Wendy R. + + +(E4> 
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Thus, with the exception of one child, the children in 

the two High Groups performed on the three Interviews in a manner 

seeming to reveal the sequence of development among the three 

constructions which Chomsky (1972) found. The children in the 

High Groups who passed the Promise test also passed the Easy to 

See Interview, but not necessarily the Ask/Tell test. The one 

child who knew the Ask/Tell construction also passed the Promise 

and Easy to See Interviews. Only one child (Mike 0.) in the High 

Groups failed the Easy to See test and succeeded with either 

other construction shown in Table 21. 

This developmental sequence on the three constructions 

shown in Table 21 was not evidenced consistently by children in 

the Low Groups. For seven of these children the Promise con

struction was known, while the Easy to See construction was not. 

This and other differences between the performances of the vari

ous Groups is the third type of relationship studied in the pres

ent resume of findings. 

The Relationship of Performances 
of the Children in Different 
Study Groups 

The central focus of the present research was a compari

son of bilingual children who scored high in measured reading 

achievement and bilingual children who scored low in measured 

reading achievement. There was a statistical difference estab

lished between the Bilingual High and Bilingual Low Groups for 

three of the four test constructions—Ask/Tell, Promise, and 
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Pronominalization. The difference between Groups BH and BL on 

the Easy to See construction may be viewed as developmentally and 

educationally significant, although not statistically different 

(see page 126). 

To summarize, the performance of the two research Groups, 

bilingual children who scored low in measured reading achievement 

and those who scored high in measured reading achievement, were 

different in their knowledge of the test constructions as evalu

ated in this research. The Bilingual High children scored sig

nificantly better than the Bilingual Low children. 

Statistical differences between the monolingual children 

who measured high in reading achievement and those who measured 

low in reading achievement were found for all four test construc

tions . These two Monolingual Groups, like the two Bilingual 

Groups, were different in their knowledge of the four structures 

as investigated in this study. The Monolingual High children 

scored significantly better than the Monolingual Low children. 

No statistical difference was established between the two 

High Groups. Children who were high in measured reading achieve

ment, whether they were monolingual or bilingual, were not dif

ferent in their knowledge of the test constructions as evaluated 

in this research. 

The two Low Groups performed with no statistically sig

nificant difference except in the Promise/Tell Interview. The 

Bilingual Group scored significantly higher on this test than did 

the Monolingual Group. 
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In summary of the comparison study, the statistically 

significant differences between Groups were found (1) between the 

two Low Groups in only the Promise construction, and (2) between 

the two Monolingual Groups, those who scored high and those who 

scored low in reading achievement, in all four test construc

tions . 

The major Group differences in the present study were be

tween children who scored high in measured reading achievement 

and those who scored low in measured reading achievement, and 

not between bilingual children and monolingual children. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY AND APPLICATIONS 

This study investigated four syntactic constructions to 

determine their effectiveness in defining differences in language 

competence of two groups of bilingual children, a Low Group which 

scored in the bottom one-fourth of the research population on a 

standardized reading achievement test and a High Group which 

scored in the top one-fourth of the research population on the 

same reading test. 

The two Groups met selection criteria related to age, 

grade level, measured intelligence, socioeconomic level, language 

spoken in the home, years spent in the same school, and general 

health. Two Monolingual comparison Groups similarly met the 

above criteria and were matched with the Bilingual Groups. 

Using a specified interview technique developed earlier 

by Carol Chomsky (1969), this study investigated four syntactic 

constructions. The constructions investigated were concerned 

with: 

1. Interpretation of the words "ask" and "tell," and 

interpretation of "askq" sentences which violate the general 

principle of minimal distance for determination of the implicit 

subject of a complement verb. 
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Example: Ask/tell George what color to make the triangle. 

2. Interpretation of "promise" sentences which violate 

the general principle of minimal distance for determination of 

the implicit subject of a complement verb. 

Example: Charlie promises/tells Snoopy to do a somersault. 

3. Interpretation of syntactically complex sentences in 

which the underlying relationships are not expressed in the sur

face structure. 

Example: Is Snoopy easy to see or hard to see? 

4. Interpretation of restricted pronominal reference to 

nonidentity. 

Example: He didn't know why Linus felt so sad. 

Thirty-two children, eight in each Group, were tested for 

comprehension of the four syntactic structures. The children 

were ages 8-6 to 9-8 when interviewed. 

Carol Chomsky had previously investigated the four struc

tures with forty middle-class, English-speaking children in New 

England and had drawn some conclusions about language acquisition 

for the children in her study. 

Structures 1, 2, and 3 are strongly subject to in
dividual rate of development. Structures 1 and 2 are 
acquired between the ages of 5.6 and 9, and are known 
by all children 9 and over. Structure 3 is still im
perfectly learned by some children even at age 10, and 
structure 4 is acquired fairly uniformly at about age 
5.6 (Chomsky 1969, p. 120). 
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A second Chomsky study in 1972 confirmed the conclusions 

of the 1969 research for structures 1, 2, and 3. Pronominaliza-

tion was not discussed in the 1972 report. 

The significance of the Chomsky studies resided in the 

revelation of late acquisition of some syntactic structures. She 

found considerable difference in rate of acquisition for differ

ent children (unrelated to their ages), but a shared order of ac

quisition of the structures regardless of when the child acquired 

them. Chomsky's (1972) second study further revealed an orderly 

sequence of acquisition among the various structures on which she 

reported. 

The present study tested the applicability of the Chomsky 

interview techniques in the investigation of language variability 

in selected groups of bilingual children and comparison groups of 

monolingual children to determine if the techniques could identi

fy linguistic differences in those groups . 

From the present research the following observations can 

be made. First, children who scored high in measured reading 

achievement knew the test constructions significantly better than 

the children who measured low in reading achievement. This was 

true for both bilingual and monolingual children. 

Second, there was almost no difference between the two 

High Groups or between the two Low Groups tested, indicating 

little difference between matched monolingual and bilingual chil

dren in knowledge of the test structures. The bilingual child 
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low in measured reading achievement differed from the bilingual 

child high in measured reading achievement in knowledge of the 

syntactic structures tested, but did not differ from the monolin

gual child also low in measured reading achievement. 

Third, children measuring low in reading achievement and 

failing the three syntactic structures Chomsky related more 

closely to individual rate of development than to age (Ask/Tell, 

Promise, and Easy to See), also generally failed the age related 

test of Pronominalization, which Chomsky had found virtually all 

children knew by age five or six. The children scoring low in 

reading achievement and in the other three test constructions 

also failed to exhibit knowledge of the Pronominalization con

struction, although in her studies Carol Chomsky found the 

construction to be age related and consistently learned at an 

age three to four years younger than the ages of the children in 

the present study. 

Fourth, an hypothesized order of development within 

structures was applied with success to the interview data. 

Fifth, the order of acquisition among structures 1, 2, 

and 3 was substantiated only in the High Groups in the present 

study. The order of acquisition of the three structures was not 

consistent for the Low Groups . 

Sixth, the special interview techniques developed by 

Chomsky (1969) were effective in defining differences among the 

test Groups of the present study. 
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Seventh, the close tie of reading and oral language is 

knotted still tighter by this study and Carol Chomsky's studies. 

In Chomsky's 1972 report, the child who read and was read to was 

advanced in syntactic development; in the present study, the 

child who had not yet learned the test structures generally did 

not perform well on the standardized reading test. 

Educational application of the study findings must be ap

proached with caution since both the study sample and the number 

of syntactic constructions tested were small. Continued linguis

tic research is needed to determine language acquisition patterns 

and rates for adults as well as for young children, for bilingual 

as well as for monolingual students, for children who are experi

encing language learning difficulties as well as for children who 

learn early. Should subsequent research substantiate both the 

orderly sequence of acquisition of syntactic structures and the 

advent of acquisition of some structures based more on individual 

rate of linguistic development than on age, the commission of the 

educator may then be to investigate critical learning periods of 

particular structures for individual children and to seek fruit

ful means for dealing with a classroom of children who are matur

ing linguistically at various rates. Educational assistance to 

the child who is slow in learning certain syntactic structures 

may lie less in artificial acceleration and more in the teacher's 

understanding of children's linguistic differences which call for 
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classroom language experiences which can accommodate and educate 

every child. 

It is clear that a vast amount of knowledge still is to 

be sought in the field of language acquisition before a reliable 

sequence of structure acquisition can be offered to the educator. 

On the other hand, there is already considerable evidence that 

there are wide discrepancies in rates of language development in 

young school age children. 

With those discrepancies in mind, the educator, it ap

pears, should provide a broad range of language inputs and of 

opportunities for language production to which each child can 

accommodate his own linguistic competencies. 

Teacher education institutions may need to consider an 

educational program to equip teachers with the findings of lan

guage science which are applicable to the schoolroom. 

The more the educator understands about the linguistic 

complexity of language acquisition, the better he can understand 

each child's developmental and learning processes, and perhaps 

the better he can provide for every child. 
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