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ABSTRACT

Examination of the speech addressed to language‑learning infants raises the possibility that input language is a discrete dialect in which communicative function is directly mapped to the surface structure of utterances. This raises the possibility that the production system constructed by young children on the basis of this type of input relates communicative intent directly to a formal linguistic expression. Such a production model is proposed and a study aimed at testing its validity, described, along with some illustrative examples of the realization rules children employ for expressing their communicative intents in verbal form.

TEXT OF TALK

Examination of the speech addressed to language‑learning infants raises the possibility that input language is a discrete dialect in which communicative function is directly mapped to the surface structure of utterances. This raises the possibility that the production system constructed by young children on the basis of this type of input relates communicative intent directly to a formal linguistic expression. Such a production model is proposed and a study aimed at testing its validity, described, along with some illustrative examples of the realization rules children employ for expressing their communicative intents in verbal form.

In my talk today I want to propose a type of empiricist model of langage learning according to which young children`s rules for producing and comprehending language have the form of realization rules for the expression of specific communicative intents.

There are two main reasons for proposing such a model.

The first to do with the nature of the learning situation, the second with the nature of the input.

It is generally believed today that a core process whereby children learn language is their matching unknown verbal forms with known meanings, that is, meanings extracted from the nonlinguistic context.

This learning process is called by many people "semantic matching" and it is believed to play a part in the acquisition of both vocabulary and grammar.

The ususal conceptualization of this process is one of children matching words to their sense, of sentences to their meaning.  That is, the pairings are thought of as of sounds to meanings.

Now an analysis of the learning situation in which such matchings occur, and especially in the case of very young children breaking into language, reveals that the picture is somewhat different. What the situation consists of are pairings of the event of somebody making some sounds and the child`s guesses as to what could they have intended by it. That is, the information children get from this learning process is not what form X means, but rather what a speaker meant by the uttering of X. After all, what children can abstract from the interactive context of the discourse is a good guess what someone intended to communicate with a piece of verbal behaviour.

Children match communicative intent ‑‑> utterance X.

I shall call this process "pragmatic matching".

The second point concerns the nature of the language to which children are exposed in interactive situations, when there is a chance that they can guess at the meaning of the utterances they hear.

It has been reported repeatedly that the language addressed to young children is different in important ways from the language used among adults. It has been shown that input language has the characteristics of a specific dialect, in that it is a limited subset of the full adult system. Vocabulary, grammatical constructions, case relations, and illocutionary act types have a restriced range in the input. In addition, there appears to be a basic set of vocabulary items, sentence types, case relations, and illocutionary acts which is commonly used by people addressing young children.

The most important characteristics of input language, from the point of view of the present discusiion, is the possibility that it may exhibit a higher than usual degree of form‑function correspondence. There are indications that this may be so in the literature: For example, Shatz (1977) found that, for various speech acts such as requests for actions and requests for information, a single prototypical sentence‑frame accounted for the majority of maternal utterances with the relevant intent, and that the sentence‑frames were different for different speech acts. Similar observations were made by Ninio and Bruner (1978) and by Broen (1972).

Given that the communicative intent of speakers is the linguistic meaning available for leanguage‑learning children, if indeed input language is a language in which communicative intents are directly mapped to surface forms of utterances, it is to be expected that what children learn are realization rules for the expression of communicative intent: if you want to express verbally intent I, say X.

This model of early language learning is currently being tested in a study of Hebrew speaking children.  There are three questions asked: First, whether a systematic study of input language wuold reveal a high degree of form‑function correspondence?

Second, if so, what are the realization rules relating communicative intent to surface form in input language?

And third, do children indeed follow in their productions the rules exhibited by adults? That is, is there evidence for their learning realization rules?

In this study, mother‑infant dyads are videotaped in their homes for 1/2 hour in free interaction. The age of  the children studied range from 10 to 34 months; part of the sample is cross‑sectional, in that the dyads are filmed only once, and part longitudinal; 24 dyads were followed for a year, filmed every two months.

All maternal and child utterances were analyzed for communicative act using coding system developed in the project.

The system codes talk on two levels: that of the talk interchange and that of the individual utterance.

A talk interchange is a group of adjoining utterances, that have a shared interactive meaning.

The system has 65 categories of talk interchanges, according to their interactive significance. They fall into families of different modes of using speech: action negotiation, discussions, markings of events, performances of moves in game formats, clarification episodes, etc. The interchanges are further distinguished according to the type of interactive state or event they are related to: for instant, negotiations can be of entering into co‑presence or of leaving, of getting into focussed interaction or of leaving it, of initiating joint action or ending it, performances of single acts or of stopping acts in progress.

In addition, there are 64 categories of speech acts for individual utterances, moves in interchanges. These are illocutionary‑type acts with some additions to the standard lists.

At present, only the cross‑sectional sample has been fully analyzed. I want to tell you about some preliminary results.

In the cross‑sectional sample, 24 mother‑infant dyads were videotaped for 30 minutes, when the infants were about 10, 18, 24 mos.

First, let`s look at mothers` single‑word utterances addressed to almost preverbal infants. One‑word utterances are chosen for analysis since such utterances provide the best exemplars of words as discrete phonetic strings, and they are presumably the easiest to learn.

For this analysis, speech of 8 mothers to their infants was examined. The infants were between 9;0 to 11;9 months old. All the mothers were middle‑class, educated.

A strict lexical definition was utilized in the selection one‑word maternal utterances.

The first finding was a very high degree of similarity between the 8 mothers` use of language.  For all practical purposes, the 8 mothers could be regarded as a single speaker speaking in a specific dialect.

It was found that words appearing as one‑word utterances in the input possess a high degree of function‑specificity and even unifunctionality. Common nouns were invariably used for discussing an object or picture under current focus of attention. Verbs were mostly used as requests to carry out some action or to set up a new activity.  Descriptive uses of verbs were uncommon and restricted to noting perceptually salient transformations in the state of objects. No action of a human agent was ever descripted by a verb, although most verbs requested such an action. Proper nouns were almost never used for description either, but rather, used to call the hearer`s attention.

Very few adjectives appeared in the corpora, and where they did, always used descriptively.

Words falling into other word‑classes were in all cases specific forms for the performance of specific communicative acts. For instance, there were words for greeting, thanking, blessing on sneezing, marking transfer of objects, performing verbal moves in games, marking completion of actions, and the like.

There were special forms, mostly adverbs, for special cases of requesting action: forms for requesting the continuation of an activity; for requests to start to carry out actions; for ending or stopping activities and so forth.

Several words were multi‑functional rather than unifunctional, e.g., "bo" (come) or "hine" (here). In most of these cases there was a shared functional core in the different meanings of these words. In none of the cases of multiple function was there any evidence of a wide‑range, function‑ independent usage.

It appears that one‑word input speech is rule governed, that is, there is a simple mapping relationship between communicative intent and verbal form.

Moving now to short multiword utterances in input speech, it is evident that much of grammar at this stage consists of funtion‑specific combinatorial formulae with fixed and variable elements. There are sentence‑frames for initiating a new activity, eg "Let`s X", or "Do you want to‑X?"; sentence‑frames for suggesting the continuation of an activity such as " Another Y", "More x‑ing", or frames for discussion of joint focus of attention such as "This is an X" or "Here is an X". Many of these sentence‑frames are built upon fixed elements appearing in single‑word utterances with the same significance, such as "more" or "no". It is possible to see the sentence‑frame as a specific combinatorial possibility for a given lexical item; however, the lexical items themselves are function‑specific in meaning rather than function‑free as they are supposedly in adult language. Thus, these sentence‑frames will be associated with a specific type of communicative act exclusively, at least for a while.

To summarize, an inspection of short maternal utterances addressed to young children supported the idea that the best description of this language would be given by considering it a set of verbal forms for the realization of communicative intents. That is, for short maternal utterances it would be possible to find a set of realization rules by which elements of the communicative intent were directly mapped to the surface structure of the utterances.

A comparison of realization rules modeled in the input and exhibited by young children supports the claim that children learn to produce their earlier, short utterances on the basis of realization rules demonstrated in the input. An analysis of one‑word utterances of 8 18‑months old children revealed a close correspondence between what mothers say in particular communicative circumstances and what the children say.

In case of fixed lexicalizations of communicative intent, children adopted the specific lexical item that the majority of mothers used in the majority of cases. For example, such correspondence was found for the communicative act

"Speaker requests/proposes that hearer continue a recursive activity."

Eg., feed speaker another olive, play another record, give speaker another piece of formboard to place, etc.

Table 1 presents the realizations of this communicative intent.  Presented are number of mothers and children using each utterance type, and numbeer of utterances produces by the total sample.  The same speaker could express this communicative intent in more than one way.

Table 1. Expressions of the request to continue a recursive activity



     Mothers

    Children

Utterance
Number
Utterances
Number
Utterances

more
10
20
 5
35

come
 1
 1
 0
 0

drink
 1
 1
 0
 0

mummy
 0
 0
 1
 5

this
               
 0            0              
 1
 1

Total
11
22
 6
41

--------------------------

The great majority of mothers used the Hebrew equivalent of the word "more" in these circumstances, and so did the 18‑months olds. This is a lexicalization rule: a specific lexical item, "more" is used to express some part of the full communicative intent, namely that it is a request to continue. Not expressed are speaker, hearer or activity.

Other lexicalization rules adopted by children were:

Request/propose to end an ongoing activity
"Enough"

Mark ending of action        

"That's-it" "Here"

Refuse to carry out an act requested by previous speaker
"No"

Mark transfer of object

"Here"

The second type of realization rule was what I call a variable rule :

For instance, for the communicative act "Speaker makes a statement about an object, person, event, etc., at the focus of joint attention with hearer.", Table 2 presents the realizations of this communicative intent.

Table 2. Expression of statements discussing a joint focus of attention


     Mothers



Children

utterance     Number Tokens Types  % types    Number Tokens Types %types

noun (name)
21
115
66
74.2
7
111
37
78.7

verb (action)
 4
  8
 6
 6.7
2
  2
 2
 4.2

adjective
 7
 12
10
11.2
2
 15
 4
 8.5

here, there
 9
 23
 3
 3.3
3
 37
 2
 4.2

this
 0
  0
 0
 0
2
  9
 1
 2.1

gone (copula)
 1
  2
 1
 1.1
1
  4
 1
 2.1

yes
 2
  2
 1
 1.1
0
  0
 0
 0

like‑this
 1
  2
 1
 1.1
0
  0
 0
 0

both‑of‑us (pro)
 1
  1
 1
 1.1
0
  0
 0
 0

Total
24

89

8

47

subjects and

utterance types

-----------------------------

The realization rule for this communicative intent seems to be:

"encode name of object, person, or attribute of object under joint focus of attention."

In the great majority of maternal utterances (74.2% of all different words used) the realization rule was a mention of the name of the object attended to. This was mirrored by the great majority of child utterances (78.7% of all different words).

Correspondences between maternal and child realization rules of the variable type appeared also in the following communicative acts:

Request/propose the initiation of a new activity:
Activity label (object name or game name)

Call hearer`s attention to speaker   
Name of hearer

Ask for help     
Hearer`s name; object to be given; act to be performed.

And so forth.

In a more systematic way, the study will discover and describe formally the realization rules mothers and children use in order to express communicative acts in utterances of a given length.

Before demonstrating this analysis, I would like to explain some more what I mean by realization rules.

Realization rules have two components:


Select one or more elements of communicative intent to be encoded


Express to‑be‑encoded comm intent according to a grammar, ie lexical, morphological, syntactic encoding.

In case of adults, the selection rule is:


Specify those elements of the communicative intent which are minimally necessary to encode in order to ensure full comprehension of the whole message.

In adults, the selective‑encoding process is governed by anticipatory decoding, that is, by taking into consideration hearer`s ability to reconstruct the full message. (Rommetweit).

Adult communication is seldom fully explicit; succintness is conversational maxim (Grice).

It is an open question whether children are able to take hearer`s perspective into consideration; rather, the idea is that they are taught to be informative by the selective‑encoding rules exhibited by laconic adult utterances.

Tables 3 and 4 demonstrate the type of analysis that will be performed in this study for each different communicative act.

First, the communicative intent under discussion will be written out in the form of a formal sentence. The sentence includes all the elements of the message which are essential ‑ according to my analysis of communicative acts ‑ in order to decode the message.

Second, for each maternal (and then child) utterance of that communicative meaning, of a given length, a selection rule will be written that marks those elements of the communicative message which are actually encoded in the utterance. In Table 3, the utterance "Come, Yael" selects for encoding the elements of `direct to move` and the identity of the hearer.

Next, for every different selection rule, the various encoding rules will be enumerated. [See Table 4].

Lastly, maternal and child realization rules will be compared in order to test the hypothesis that children follow in their own early productions realization rules modeled by adults, and whether, as suggested here, their early language should be characterized as a mainly pragmatic, communicative tool.

Note: For the results of the single-word part of this project, see Ninio, A. (1992). The relation of children's single word utterances to single word utterances in the input. Journal of Child Language, 19, 87-110.

