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Running head: RELATION TO CONTEXT

 
One of the conceptualizations of early speech is that the earliest utterances are situational, having the characteristics of a conditional response (or a sensori-motor action schema) which is elicited by the occurrence of highly specific situations (cf. Barrett, 1986; Bloom, 1973; Harris, Barrett, Jones, & Brookes 1988, Harrison, 1972; Lock 1980, McCune-Nicolich 1981, Nelson 1985).  Early utterances are seen as holistic responses to complete, unanalyzed physical and behavioural situations, rather than communicative acts expressing some mental content such as communicative intents.   They are variously said to be prerepresentational sensori-motor action schemata (Corrigan, 1978); conditional responses (Harrison, 1972); accompaniments to the occurrence of particular actions or events (Barrett, 1989; Harris et al., 1988; McCune-Nicolich 1981);  "part of behavior complex that includes action as well as speech" (Nelson, 1985, p.33);  performances of a ritualized action (Barrett, 1989) or of "sterile rituals" (Harrison, 1972); they do not seem to serve a communicative purpose as such (Barrett 1989); they are functionless and meaningless (Lucariello, Kyratzis, & Engel, 1986); they are "recipes for skilfully 'knowing how' to perform some roughly appropriate sound in some apparently appropriate context"  (Dore, 1985, p.35).  Harrison (1972) puts this model maybe in the clearest form: "What he [child] is being taught, after all, is a repertoire of noises-to-say-when-certain-environmental-conditions-recur" (p.79).  Not all proponents of this idea claim that it applies to all types of early utterances; since the interest of this chapter is in the idea itself and not in any particular published version of it, the question of what subset of utterances it is thought to be applicable to will be touched upon only if relevant to the argument.


What is the evidence on which this conception of early language is based?  It consists of two observations regarding children's early utterances.  The first is that the earliest utterances appear to have the character of "pure performatives" (Greenfield & Smith, 1976) such as greetings ("bye-bye"), object transfer markers like "thank-you" or "ta", or verbal moves in games and other familiar formats such as "boo" in peek-a-boo.  On the most lenient interpretation, these utterances are rather primitive, in that they can be said to possess illocutionary force (namely, functional significance) but not semantic content, and their meaning is completely defined by their condition of use.  It is noteworthy, however, that the very same forms are used in the same circumstances by adults.  To say that in young children these utterances are meaningless conditional responses to the situation while in adults these are meaningful social moves is a matter of theoretical interpretation, not something that necessarily follows from any inherent characteristics of the data. 


The second observation consists of the apparently underextended use of content words such as nominals.  Underextension usually refers to a restriction of the range of instances for which a particular word is used by a speaker, relatively to accepted usage.  In the present case, what is claimed is that these words, which in an adult would be seen as referring to a particular object, action or attribute, are emitted by young children only in highly specific behavioural contexts, and their meaning appears to include elements of these situations as semantic features.  For example, Barrett (1986) reports that his child Adam initially produced the word "duck" only while hitting one of his plastic toy ducks off the edge of the bath, but not, for instance, when he was playing with these ducks in other circumstances, or as a name for real ducks.  However, even if the phenomenon of underextension were not challenged on empirical grounds, it would be a matter of interpretation to claim that the utterance of these early substantives are performances of ritualized sensori-motor type actions associated with and triggered by the overt, physical situation.  The "situational" claim sees early utterances as equivalent to other sensori‑motor actions like grasping a spoon, kicking a ball, putting food into the mouth, as an organized response to some external stimuli.  Just as an infant reacts to the touch of a blanket by grasping it, so does the beginning speaker, it is claimed, react to his own hitting-a-plastic-toy-duck-off-the-edge-of-the-bath by saying "duck".  However, it is possible to interpret underextension in various other ways.  For instance, underextension may be taken as showing that the child's word, although referring to a particular entity, possesses spurious semantic features in the form of situational restrictions similar to the restrictions in adult language on the use of "flesh" and "meat"; or as showing that the child is referring to a whole situation rather that to a single entity, like the adult expressions "party", "meeting", or "conversation".  It is even possible to say (cf. Nelson & Lucariello, 1985) that the child's nominals are used as performative moves in a game-like format, just like saying "boo" when the speaker suddenly comes out of hiding in a peek‑a‑boo game.  Maybe "nose" means nothing else than that is what you say when mother touches your nose and asks "what's that", the correct move in a nose-touching-and-verbalizing game.  However, all these interpretations still treat the child's utterances as meaningful social behaviours, originating internally in an intent to communicate, a way of telling somebody else what they are playing at, what they are thinking of, or want or do not want to happen.  Even if early nominals were performative in character, the utterances still may be seen as meaningful social behaviours.  After all, there are such performative utterances in adult language as well, consisting of verbal moves in games like chess or else conventional markers of, eg., the transfer of objects, a parting, a meeting, a beginning or an ending of action.  These are legitimate communicative acts, just like the most complex statements about the speaker's thoughts, feelings and plans.  They communicate the speaker's intent to perform that particular meaningful act ‑‑ to conventionally mark some event.  As with any other form of speech, the speaker intends to be interpreted as performing these meaningful acts even if their meaning is very simple.  


Where the "situational", sensori-motor, conditional-response type of interpretation of underextended word use differs from all other possible interpretations are two points: first, that the source of the utterance is not internal but external, and in learning‑theory terms, the utterance is under the control of stimulus conditions rather than the control of the speaker's intent to communicate some meaning.  Second, there is no "extra meaning" to attribute to the child's utterance, it does not possess any non‑natural meaning (Grice, 1957), it does not signal anything, cannot be interpreted beyond itself.  It is meaningless.  These claims mean parting company with language and crossing over to non‑language.  


That this model denies the intentional source of early child speech  can be seen by the treatment accorded to what appear be clear cases of intent-driven (rather than situationally embedded) utterances such as requests, attention directives, refusals or calls for help.  On the face of it, these utterances seem to be inherently independent of the context, their topic some potential rather than current state of affairs.  Moreover the children appear to give clear nonverbal indications that they indeed possess an intent to communicate such messages and, to straighten the impression of meaningful communication, they verbalize that intent by the appropriate verbal form.  For instance, children who appear to be making a request for an object, often say something like "this".  When children refuse to do something they often say "no".  When children appear to want their mother, they often say "mommy".  It seems pretty obvious on the face of it that at the core of these uses of language there is an intent to communicate, not a reaction to some external stimuli.  The solution offered in the "situational" model is that to think so is a mistake, an optical illusion.  The claim is that in the case of such utterances, too, the child is merely reacting to some external set of stimuli.  With "no" it is claimed to be his own pushing the proffered object away.  With "there" it is his own pointing to some objects he wants his mother to attend to.  With "more" it is his own holding out an empty bowl at meal time (Harris et al., 1988; Harris & Barrett, in this volume).  It is interesting to note that the proponents of these ideas do not deny that 10‑20 month old children have communicative intents.  But, so is the argument, their intents do not necessarily have anything to do with what they say.  Their intents affect the way they act, but speech is only a meaningless parasitical sensori‑motor accompaniment to their own meaningful nonverbal behaviour (cf. Barrett, 1986; McCune-Nicolich, 1981).


That the "externalist" view of early speech also implies a denial of the child's perceiving and construing situations and events in terms of meaningful social encounters such as rule-bound games or of meaningful social moves such as communicative acts may be seen by the 

definitions given by the proponents of this theory (eg. Harris et al., 1988) to the conditions of use of child utterances or of maternal utterances presumably modelling word use for children.  Such conditions of word use are inevitably defined in terms of a purely objective description of stimulus condition present at the time of speech: what objects are present, what actions are performed by the people present, where does it take place, etc.  Terms loaded with social meaning such as "playing such and such a game" or "directing attention" or "requesting" are not to be used to describe the context of speech.  For instance, when Harris et al. (1988) define the maternal and child behavioural contexts of use for the emission of "boo" by their subject James as, respectively, "M[other] sees C[hild] hiding behind curtain" and "C[hild] hiding behind curtain", there is no acknowledgement here of the possibility that the child, in both cases, is constructing the situation as one of a game of peek-a-boo rather than one of hiding behind a particular object.  This turns crucial at the next stage of analysis this group has undertaken, namely a comparison of initial and subsequent contexts of use by children of particular words (Barrett, Harris, & Chasin, 1991).  For this particular utterance, the initial context is defined as "while C[hild] hides behind curtain", and the subsequent one as "while C[hild] hides beneath a cushion" (Appendix A, p. 39), and this exemplar is counted as a change in the context of use because of the change in the object involved (p. 28).  Had the possibility been acknowledged that the child, in both initial and subsequent occasions of word use, is construing the situation as one of a game of peek-a-boo rather than one of hiding behind or beneath particular objects, the judgement would have been that the context of use of "boo" underwent no modification but rather stayed identical.  It is obvious that the a priori theoretical assumptions made, namely that early language is meaningless, and that young children do not construe situations as meaningful encounters but as a collection of stimuli, exert a serious influence on the findings of this study. 


What are the reasons that such an extremely "non-language" type of interpretation of early language phenomena would be chosen in preference to, for example, seeing early speech as carrying communicative intent and social meaning?


The first reason is that this was Piaget's position on early speech.  Piaget (1951) was the among the first to direct attention to the underextended nature of early nominals.  His interpretation was that given that children of this early age lacked symbolic representation and the most rudimentary social skills, the situation-bound nature of these speech uses was yet another piece of evidence that all their cognitive activity was of the form of sensori-motor action schemas.  Early speech, then, was claimed by Piaget to be nothing more than yet another complex sensori-motor action schema elicited by a certain stimulus condition, the latter internally represented only to the extent of being recognized and the schema evoked.  Early speech, then, for Piaget, possesses no symbolic representational or communicative significance whatsoever.


Piaget's views on young children's lack of social understanding and lack of representation of social events have been repeatedly challenged (cf. Garvey & Hogan, 1973; Mueller, 1972; Nelson, 1983).  Surprisingly, his claims about the sensori-motor nature of early language appear to have gained wide acceptance and, whether explicitly or implicitly, have been incorporated into the contemporary "situational" theories on the subject.


Even if one does not share all of Piaget's views on early childhood, the situational interpretation of early speech phenomena possesses a serious appeal.  People in this field are weary of repeating past mistakes when young children were attributed with complex adult linguistic knowledge on the basis of very simple utterances, and prefer to be as conservative as possible in going beyond the observable data (cf. critiques by Bloom, 1973; de Villiers & de Villiers, 1978; Schlesinger, 1974).  It has been pointed out several times that the fact that their mothers (and the relevant researchers) interpret early child utterances as if they carried adult-style intents and meanings similar to the ones an adult would express if she said the same kind of expression in the same circumstances, is no evidence that children actually mean the same things as an adult would.  This kind of "rich interpretation" may be nothing more than a projection of the adults' own speech-interpretative frameworks onto superficially similar behaviours (Brown, 1973; Howe, 1976).



Although the wish to avoid overinterpreting the data is perfectly legitimate, on closer examination this particular conservative conceptualization of early language turns out to be not quite the theoretically neutral, minimalist, objective level of description it is sometimes taken for.  To say that children's speech is in essence a sensori-motor behaviour, a mindless routine triggered by the environmental stimulus conditions is to take a particular theoretical stance that, in addition to implying an acceptance of the Piagetian view of early cognitive and social skills or rather the lack of them, also implies the adoption, in the case of young children, of the orthodox behaviouristic explanation for language as a behaviour under control of external stimulus conditions.  This is serious move for a theoretician to make.  In the first place, to see early speech as a response to the objective environment is a denial that it is a behaviour originating inside, that it is the expression of inner contents the child intends to communicate to others.  It is also a denial that the child perceives others' and her own speech as meaningful social behaviour that has to make sense in the complete interactive situation.  And lastly, this view represents a conception of the context consistently correlated with adult speech (to which the emission of speech by children is assumed to be a learned response) as a specific collection of objectively definable observable physical stimuli, some of it made of objects and some of overt behaviours, rather than a constructed, meaningful social scene.  Thus, this model implies a learning theory in which children observe a correlation between some stimulus condition and the emission of a certain vocalization by adult speakers of the language, a vocalization which they then proceed to emit themselves when stimulus conditions recur (see for instance Harris et al. 1988).  


That such a correlation between speech and objectively definable external stimulus conditions exists in adults is contrary to what theoreticians past Skinner believed about human language use.  The concept of the context of speech events which is generally accepted is one of a set of conditions co-constructed by the interactants, in which some selected part of the physical and behavioural environment is made momentarily relevant to whatever meaningful interpersonal move is made by speaking.  That is, the context of an utterance is seen as much a result of interpersonal co-construction of social meaning as the meaning of the utterance itself (cf. Barker, 1968).  Whether or not particular features of the physical environment are relevant to what is said depends on how the particular speech event is co-constructed by the participants.  To return to a conceptualization of the context associated with either child or adult speech as an objective physical and behavioural situation is to resurrect behaviourism at its most extreme form. 


That Piaget's views on early language and early cognition in general should be associated with behaviourism is only surprising at first glace. Paradoxically, Piaget, who is maybe the person most responsible for the re-introduction of cognitive models into psychology, is, where the early years are concerned, one of the most radical anti-cognitivist thinkers in the field.  His view of infants as lacking internal representation and social cognition, as riddled by egocentrism, unable of co-constructing shared social meaning with others, unable of understanding the meaning of communication, of interactive states, activities, scripts and so on, and possessing basically nothing but sensori-motor schemas elicited by certain stimuli, is as close to a behaviouristic-positivist viewpoint as one can get.  In sum, given Piaget's view of early cognition in general, namely that young children at this age cannot construct or represent social or any other meanings, it is inevitable that his views on the nature of early speech as yet another sensori-motor action schema elicited in the presence of certain objects etc, would resemble strongly Skinner's (1957) views on the subject.  


Whether the "situational" view is adopted because of an adherence to the Piagetian framework or because of the wish to avoid overinterpreting the data, it is a coherent theory that makes some specific claims about the nature of early speech and the way it may be acquired.  These claims are worthy of a closer examination, and to this I shall turn now.  The three components of the model to be discussed in the following are not completely independent, but for the convenience of presentation I shall discuss them in three separate sections.  In the first, the model is looked at from the learner's perspective and it is asked if such situational utterances can be learned on the basis of the input.  In the second, the empirical evidence as to whether children's early utterances indeed exhibit context-boundedness is examined.  In the third section it is asked whether it is possible for children to pass from the posited non-communicative stage of speech use to a later communicative one. 

First claim: Early utterances are conditioned responses to certain external and objective stimulus conditions, ie., to "situations".


The question to be raised about this claim is whether the learning process it implies is feasible, namely, can children learn to associate a certain vocalization with a certain situation?  According to the model, children learn such a conditional response to situations because they observe a consistent correlation of certain physical and behavioural contexts with certain vocalizations on the part of adult speakers, eg. their mothers.  When the same situation recurs, it evokes the learned response from the children (cf. Barrett, 1986; Harris et al., 1988).


It is, however, questionable if such learning can actually take place.  As we all well know, the physical and behavioural environment in which any speech event occurs possesses an infinite number of physical, spatial and temporal features.  As a configuration of stimuli, each "behavioural context" of speech is a unique and infinitely defined occurrence.  In order to notice a consistent association of a situation with adult speech use and also in order to recognize the correct situation as the appropriate one for their own production of the same utterance, children must select out of an infinite number of stimuli a finite subset that remains constant over the various presentation of some word.


The question is, how are children to perform this task of isolating the relevant attributes of the situation from the infinite number of attributes it possesses, when all they are supposed to be able to do is perceive the physical attributes of the situation, and even those only as a holistic conglomerate?   Let us assume that the theory can withstand the attribution to children of an analysis of the physical situation to all its component attributes or features and moreover the attribution to them of the capacity to compare every situation they encounter on its degree of similarity to any other.  Even so, no random process guided by a detector of minimal changes in an infinite set of features would come up with the correct similarity classes.  The difference between the context of "bird" and of "rabbit" may be as small as a minimal shifting of the angle of mother's pointing finger.  Compare that to the changes of setting, time of day, objects and persons present, activities engaged in and gestures and facial expressions accompanying the various utterances of "no".   Surely the contexts of the two labelling behaviours are much more likely to be grouped into a similarity class than the contexts of "no"?   Which of course does not help the child to acquire any of these words.  In short, without some guiding principle that would a priori reduce the infinite stimuli present in every occasion of speech to a potentially relevant subset, children would not be able to perform the postulated correlational analysis.  
This problem is as old as the history of behaviourism; learning theory itself acknowledged that what would be perceived and coded by the organism as stimuli depends on internal factors rather than on the sheer presence in the environment of physical sources of perceivable energy (cf. Lawrence, 1963; Schoenfeld & Cumming, 1963).  Such an internal guiding principle is however absent from this model, and the only one that could actually be available for the children, namely a guess at the speaker's intent in speaking, is the very one that this model attempts to exclude.


A related question is how researchers who want to demonstrate that a consistent situation-utterance pairing is taking place in maternal speech (eg. Harris et al., 1988), are able to isolate the relevant physical attributes of the physical and behavioural context that indeed stay consistently present at different utterances of the same word?  On the face of it, their task is of the same impossible magnitude as that of the child: to focus on an unchanging subset of an infinite number of features that make up every single moment under everyday circumstances.  The answer is that in defining the "context of use" of a particular word, the researchers do not model themselves on the child who is supposed to be completely unguided and innocent of all but perception.  The definition of the supposedly objective situation in such studies is in fact guided by the researchers' knowledge of language, so that the "behavioural context" of any given word is dependent on and reflects the adult meaning of that word.  That means that a-priori only those features of the situation are included which the researcher knows are relevant because he or she knows the meaning of the word.  Other features of the environment have very low chance of being included in these "definitions of the context of use" even though they may be perfectly constant in all situations when the relevant word was used.  Of course in these circumstances any relationship found between the word and its context of use is completely circular.   Let us say that there are shoes on Mother's feet and she says "hand".  Without exception, the context for the word "hand" as defined in such studies is going to include hands but shoes are not going to be mentioned as the context for this word, even though they are there every time.  When however the mother points to the child's shoes and says "shoes", the behavioural context as defined by the researchers is going to include a reference to shoes, but this time not to hands.  If this point is to be objected to on the grounds that what is picked up as the "functional context" is what is attention paid to, then already we are in the realm of constructed, not objective, context in which the other's intent to be talking about certain object, eg., to label it or to offer it, is deciphered and is guiding the child's focussing on the relevant feature of the environment to which the other communicated an intent for her to pay attention to.  


Putting it into its historical and conceptual context, the "situational" view represents an anti-constructivist interpretation of the so called "semantic matching hypothesis" (Anderson, 1976; Macnamara, 1972; Pinker, 1984) that claims that the acquisition of novel linguistic forms and especially vocabulary items is only possible because children are able to guess at the meaning of unknown utterances they hear on the basis of the nonlinguistic context.  In this neo-behaviouristic reformulation, semantic matching seems to imply that it is the physical or behavioural context (ie, background) of an utterance that gets paired by the learner to the unknown verbalization.  As with the interpretation of the child's utterances as conditional responses to external stimuli, this is not an assumption-free stance.  First, it makes the assumption that children at this age conceptualize the social situations they participate in as a collection of physical objects and motor behaviours, rather than meaningful, constructed social encounters.  The evidence of children's preverbal communicative and social behaviour which the very same authors do not dispute, seems to point to this assumption being invalid. 


Second, this reformulation of the "semantic matching hypothesis" ascribes to the child a belief that it is the context, namely the environment, that is mirrored in a vocalization.  Why should the child think that objects or actions find their way into vocalizations?  A much more probable hypothesis is that the child is reading the vocalizing other as attempting to communicate, and to the extent that the communicative intent is understood independently of the unknown utterance, based on all available contextual information such as nonverbal communication, previously understood "framing" and definition of the situation, actions and so forth, the child may accept the verbalization as a novel way of expressing the same intent that got through to her in other ways.  Some of the time the communicated intent is such that a particular aspect of the environment appears as one that is singled out for verbalization, as when a child understands that the adult is playing a labelling game.  Some other time the understood intent is such that no present objects are at all relevant to the meaning of the utterance, for instance when it is understood as an action request, eg, "Stop!".  In any case it is not the context or background of an utterance that gets mapped to the verbal string but the presumed meaning with which the speaker uttered it.  
In short, although the physical and behavioural context in which utterances are presented in the input is undoubtedly utilized by children in interpreting the meaning of novel expressions, it is in all probability the communicative intent they attribute to an utterance that guides children's recognition which feature if any of the nonverbal context is relevant to the expression's meaning in any particular instance.   Without such a guiding principle, the child's task as a word learner would be impossible.

Second claim:  Early utterances are invariably produced in, and are holistic markers for, specific, narrowly defined physical-behavioural situations; the words' meaning incorporates irrelevant situational elements

The question to be asked here is whether it is true as an empirical generalization that children's early utterances are, as a rule, emitted in narrowly defined situations.  

The crucial evidence required for the substantiation of this claim consists of situation-specific and/or underextended word use, persisting in a child for some time, with a careful check (optimally, experimental) on the child's opportunities for exhibiting a nonrestricted range of uses. If the child does not persist for some convincing period in uttering the relevant word in only a narrowly defined specific situation, the claim that the word is at all situationally bound is void; after all, every context in which words are uttered is a specific narrowly definable context.  Similarly, it is very hard to substantiate situation-specific, underextended word use on the basis of naturalistic observations of speech production only, because the child may not have an opportunity to demonstrate the normal range of extension even if she controls it.  For example, a child may only use the word "giraffe" when looking at a picture in a picture book, but it is still possible that given that a living giraffe is shown to the child in the zoo, the child would immediately label it by the same word, thus demonstrating that even though on a behavioural level she had only used "giraffe" in a narrowly definable situation, she had not conceived of this word as only applicable to that particular picture in that particular book.


 The empirical data on which the claims for underextension are based seldom meets these criteria.  For instance, Barrett (1986) reports on a situation-specific use of "chuff-chuff" in his child Adam, although only 4 days passed before the child used the same expression in a different context, and it is unclear from his data whether an opportunity to do so offered itself before that.  In Harris et al. (1988) in which a majority of the first words by a group of children were found to be context-bound, a-priori only those child words were included in the data set that showed a consistency of usage with respect to objects and actions, to a criterion of three instances of use in a "relatively consistent behavioural context" (Barrett et al., 1991).   When comprehension as well as production is tested, and the physical and interactive context of early word use is systematically documented, taking into consideration the object looked at, its condition, e.g., location and movement; its salient features, e.g., colour, pattern, wetness, dirtiness; the person looked at, his location and state; the child's location and state; actions or attempted actions performed by the child; actions involving other person or an object; indicative gestures, eye contact, habitual association between the named object, person or property and aspects of the context; and whether the child used request intonation, no evidence is found for words representing event-complexes in children's early productions (Huttenlocker & Smiley, 1987).  It appears that contrary to claims, children do not encode in their early nominals irrelevant elements of the context, and the conceptual categories underlying their early object names support proper extension.


Moreover, it would be somewhat surprising if early speech were to be characterized by underextension, namely, by the incorporation of many irrelevant details of the context to the semantics of a word.  In fact, it has been thoroughly documented that early speech is characterized by the opposite tendency, namely, the adoption, at first, of expressions that are wide-applicable general terms independent of the specifics of the situation.  For instance, they tend to use a single nonspecific term or proword (eg. pronoun) in order to express a given type of communicative intent in all possible circumstances, such as "this" for directing attention to an object, "mommy" as a generalized request form and so on.  Only later do they express the same kind of intents by a host of specific terms, each appropriate for a specific situation of use (Barrett, 1981; Bloom, 1973; Clark, 1978; Greenfield & Smith, 1976; Halliday, 1975; Ninio, 1990; Weisenberger, 1976).  According to Halliday (1975; cf. p. 39-40), children's very first "proto-language" or word-like utterances invariably function as unmarked, general expressions of a type of interpersonal function, and their meaning is equivalent to the general meaning of the function in question.  It takes some further development before children start to encode the details of their intents in marked, specific forms such as object names and so forth.  It appears that rather than being embedded in the specifics of the situation, early speech is characterized by a relatively high level of freedom from and abstraction over the details of the particular situations in which it is used.


Looked at closely, neither are "pure performatives" quite the situationally embedded utterances as they seem at first glance.  For instance, the two most widely cited examples, "bye-bye" as a greeting form and "thank-you" or "ta" as a marker of object transfer are used from the very beginning in situations widely differing in their most prominent physical attribute, namely, "bye-bye" is used while waving goodby to any person, and "thank-you" is used to mark the transfer of any object from hand to hand.  It is true that the meaning of such utterances is completely defined by their condition of use.  However, their conditions of use are not the holistic representation of the physical parameters of the situations in which these utterances are to be used.  As in adults, such utterances appear to be markers or obligatory components of some kind of social move in some kind of social situation, predicated on such concepts as "giving" or "parting" rather than on a specific set of entities and specific motor actions.  For a word's meaning to be defined by its conditions of use does not mean that the word is necessarily a conditioned response to a stimulus configuration.



General attention directors such as "there" and other unmarked forms and proforms were, of course, also observed by authors who posit the "situational" argument.  However, the use of such forms by beginning speakers was not taken as counter-evidence to the children's speech being holistically embedded in narrowly specified, complete physical- behavioural situations.  On the contrary, such wide-applicable forms were also seen as context-bound.  For instance, the words "buzz" and "there" in Harris et al. (1988)'s subject James were both defined as context-bound words, appearing in "highly specific behavioural contexts".  Now "buzz" 's context of use was "C[hild] looking at picture of bee on frieze" and of "there" it was "C[hild] pointing up at pictures on frieze", presumably including instances when the child pointed at the picture of the bee on the frieze as well as instances when he pointed to other pictures.  To call both conditions of use equally "highly specific" seems an odd decision and hardly one that fits what is usually understood by this expression.


Similarly, early child speech typically contains several relational words such as "gone", "no", "in" and "on".  Such words are also claimed by eg. Barrett (1989) to exhibit situational boundedness.  For support he cites Gopnik (1982) as showing that such words are first acquired as context-bound items produced initially in specific behavioural contexts.  However, Gopnik (1982) is very clear that these expressions were actually used in very different concrete situations, the communality being provided by the child's plan to bring about some future state of affairs: "Gone and locative expression [such as down, up, in, out, on or off] were applied to a wide variety of actions on a wide variety of objects.  One child said gone when he hid a ring under a pillow, turned away from a boring game and turned over a piece of paper [...] The common factor in these contexts was not the performance of a particular type of action, [...] a particular type of event, a disappearance or a movement. [...] The common factor in these contexts was an aim, a possible future state of affairs that the child could act to bring about.  The children commented about the fact that an event was the aim of their action, rather than commenting on the event or the action by itself." (p. 305-308).  Now if the actual actions, events and objects involved do not define specific behavioral contexts, but a similar plan of action does, then the concept, as used by Barrett, is not what is usually meant by it eg. by ecological psychologists.  It appears that the early use of relational terms cannot be said to be context-bound either. 


In summary, the empirical evidence for early child speech actually being produced in narrowly defined situations is not robust enough to carry the theoretical claims about the "situational" character of early speech.

Third claim:  Early speech is inherently non-communicative in character

The most relevant version of the situational theory for a discussion of this component of it is Barrett's (1986, see also Harris et al., 1988), who offered a formalization of the concepts underlying early speech production in such a manner as to exclude communicative intents from them.  I have mentioned earlier how this theory deals with the most communicative-like, ostensively intent-driven utterances such as "no" as a refusal; in short, it is claimed that the intent, eg. to refuse, produces overt nonverbal behaviours (such as pushing a plate away), and the utterance of the verbalization, eg. saying "no", is associated not with the intent to refuse but with the overt, active refusal-actions produced by the child, namely with some external observable stimuli just like the ones underlying less communicative-like utterances.  In short, in this version of the situational theory none of the children's early utterances are communicative in character.


The danger in positing such universally noncommunicative early speech is that the theory needs a convincing transitional mechanism to get the children from this postulated precommunicative stage of speech use to eventual communicative speech.  Unfortunately, the event-representations offered by Barrett (1986) do not allow such a transition to take place, even though Barrett claims that the model explains how context-bound utterances become decontextualized and thereby lose their "routine action" character.  The posited decontextualization process consists of the gradual dropping of spurious situational elements from the event-representation underlying the production of an utterance, thereby extending the possible range of use of the utterance in wider and wider range of situations.


With utterances like "no", however, the elimination of spurious situational elements from the initial event-representation of this word does not lead us to anything like negation or refusal.  The reason is that such concepts do not exist -- cannot exist according to the theory -- in the initial event-representation underlying the production of the word in context.  The same is true for requests such as "more" or an attention directive such as "this".  All the elements of the event- representations underlying early utterance production are overt actions and objects.  A transitional mechanism operating on the principle of elimination cannot end up with elements that are not in the conceptual basis in the first place.  But to insert such intent-elements into the initial concepts underlying speech production would rob them of their external-situational character, and theory would be a different theory than the one it aims to be.  In short, once a model of early speech commits itself to a behaviourist, positivist framework of explanation, it cannot later on take on a constructivist, speech-as-meaningful-communicative-act type of character.  


It is beyond the scope of this chapter to offer a coherent alternative model of early speech.  However, the weaknesses of the situational, sensori-motor, noncommunicative model should convince us that a viable theory of early speech must necessarily acknowledge the co-constructed, meaningful, intersubjective character both of early child utterances and of their context.  Language, after all, is an interpersonal medium (cf. Wittgenstein, 1953), and there is no evidence that children, however young, are ignorant of this fact.
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