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DESCRIPTION OF SYNANCTIC AND SEMANTIC RELATIONS   IN
CHILDREN'S SINGLE WORD UTTARANCES
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INTRODUCTION


In   describing   the    syntactic    and    semantic relations   in children’s   speech, the utterances are first categorized   and   then formalized   accordingly (Bloom and Lahey, 1978).   In   the   process of categorizing syntactic relations, speech samples are grouped in regard to 

· the number of words, such as single-word utterances, two-word utterances   and telegraphic   speech or

· the type of word order such as the occurrence of verb-object order as opposed to object-verb   order, or 

· the form of the utterances as in negation, interrogation and declaration (Klima and Bellugi 1966).


In categorizing semantic relations, emphasis is on the interrelation between the structure and content of the utterance. Thus, the speech samples are grouped according to 

1) semantic notions such   as existence   and   motion as opposed to nonexistence and stability, and 

2) sub-categories of certain forms and meanings.   For example, Bellugi (1967), in describing the development of negation in children, introduces three stages in regard to the syntactic forms of the negative utterances.

Stage I
: No money.

Stage II
: Don’t leave me.

Stage III
: It’s not cold.

       Bloom (197O), who approaches the problem from the semantic point of view, categorizes negative utterances referring to nonexistence, rejection, or denial.    Thus an utterance of the same structure can easily be categorized in any of the groups depending on the content.   If the child uses the utterance "no sock" to mean, "The sock isn’t here,” this utterance refers to nonexistence.   If he does not want to put on the socks, the same phrase refers to rejection. If he denies or disagrees that the object pointed or mentioned to him is a sock by uttering   "no sock," then the utterance is categorized under denial.

The categorized items are formalized to indicate the underlying knowledge of the child.   This study limits itself to the analysis of one-word utterances.   Thus the focus of the discussion will be on how these single word utterances are syntactically, semantically and pragmatically analyzed by scholars of differing positions.   At the end of the discussion attention will be drawn to the common view they share and the points where they diverge from one another.

ANALYSIS

       
Children are assumed to reach the stage of talking when they begin to utter single words.   These words seem to be distinctive in at least three aspects: phonetic form, their meaning, and the ways in which they are used.   With single words children seem to attempt to convey ideas which would normally be expressed in full sentences by adults.    For this reason these single words are named holophrastic speech (de Laguna, 1927; Leopold, 1949; McCarthy, 1954; McNeill, 197O).   Holophrastic speech in this instance refers to the possibility that children at early stages express complex ideas by the use of these single-word utterances.    For example,   "ball" does not simply mean a round object used as a toy but that a child wants such an object or he expects others to give him that object.

As indicated these single words may have rich interpretations.    Parents try to guess the best interpretation by paying close attention to the context of these utterances.    In these instances, action and speech appear to be integrated.   As de Laguna says "in order to understand what the baby is saying you must see what the baby is doing" (1927:91).   De Laguna analyzes the one-word utterance as a kind of proposition; therefore, she considers the single-word utterance as a full sentence conceptually.    Piaget also states that "these words, far from denoting merely singular classes and being proper names, really represent complex schema of action, either related to the subject or partly objective"   (1951:219).   Greenfield and Smith’s study (1976) confirms both Leopold’s and Laguna’s point of view that words function as sentences because the omitted items are expressed with gestures, action and intonation.   Wood (1976) calls this nonverbal language in children "body language."

Although investigators all agree that the one-word period marks the beginning of language, they propose different formulations in regard to whether one utterance consisting of a single word implies a proposition, stands for a complete thought, or represents an intention.    The analysis of these single words varies from one researcher to the other according to his approach.    If he considers the single words as lexemes, he will make a distributional analysis of the parts of speech acquired first and there proportion.   McCarthy (1954) in her analysis of single words with two-year-old children calculated that 6O percent of the total vocabulary were nouns and 2O percent were verbs. Nelson   (1973) gives the following distributional category for single word utterances she has observed:

51 percent common nominals

14 percent special nominals

About 13 percent action words

9 percent modifiers

Bloom (1973), who identifies both syntactic and semantic regularities in children’s speech, classifies single words under two forms: "substantive” forms and   "function or relational" forms.   Substantive forms "make reference to classes of objects and events that are discriminated on the basis of their perceptual features and attributes" (7O).    Function forms   "make reference across such perceptually distinguished classes of objects and events"   (7O).    She claims that substantive words develop with   "word-image” representations for the child.    In other words, the child’s use of a single word depends on his experience; therefore, the word he uses may not make reference to exactly the same type of phenomena as in the adult use of the word.   She gives, as an example, the possible developmental order of "flower." She states that   "flower” to a child, at first, may mean flower in the vase, later the flower as a plant in the garden or as a design on some material.    Bloom concludes that   "it is inappropriate to think of children learning adult’s part of speech in the course of their development before the use of syntax" (112).   Her statement seems to be based on the idea that children develop certain conceptual representations of regularly occurring events or experiences and then they begin to learn how to code or linguistically represent these conceptual notions.

McNeill (197O) mentions three aspects of holophrastic speech:

1. Conative       
-action    
-imperative

2. Expressive      -emotion   
-refusal, approval

3. Referential    
-thing         
-naming

He indicates that the first two are understood well on nonlinguistic grounds.   However, he conceives of the third as linguistic and claims that utterances falling in this category correspond to full sentences of adults.

Bloom (1973), however, has reservations about the applicability of syntactic analysis of the single-word period; therefore, she asserts that children use single words at this stage because they do not know the linguistic code for mapping conceptual notions into semantic and syntactic relations in sentences.

Ingram (1971), having the same point of view that syntactic models of grammar are not sufficient to analyze the early stage of language development, suggests the possibility of adopting Fillmore`s case grammar for single words, through replacing the verb category "SEMANTIC TRANSITIVITY. The reason for her suggestion is that semantic transitivity designates a proposition as communicating either an act or a state" (1971:888). His reason for this suggestion is to include gestures and intonation formally into the semantic model that will represent single-word utterances.   Through the analysis of the single words and the expansions of their meanings recorded by Leopold (1949), Ingram has arrived at the conclusion that children’s early one-word utterances convey states, the later ones action.    Consequently, he conceives of the process of language acquisition as the development of semantic categories with syntactic marking.    His model, therefore, takes into account comprehension as well as production.   He points out that if a child wants something, he tries to reach it and at the same time utters the name of the object he wants.    Therefore, the modality of this single-word sentence is assumed to have a   (+wish) feature.    If a child points at an object and utters the word, he is assumed to be showing and naming the object; therefore, the modality of that particular speech is considered to include the feature   (-wish).   Following the same line of reasoning, rising tone in the utterance suggests a (+question) feature and the falling tone   (-question) feature.   Thus, if a child is observed to be reaching toward a ball and uttering the word, his single-word utterance would be formulated the following way according to Ingram (1971:9O2):

                      Sentence


Modality                  
Proposition


                                        Predication


                                 object             state

                                 (-ego)         (+ exist )

                                                 + word

                                                    ball

Ingram analyzes single words according to the functions they serve in children’s speech rather than as parts of speech.   In his analysis he focuses on a psychological account of semantic features rather than cases: typical semantic features give dimensions such as animate and inanimate.

Greenfield and Smith   (1976), who also apply Fillmore`s case grammar in their analysis of single words, focus their attention on how children encode the informational structure of the event.   In their reports of the subjects' utterances, they include the preceding context, the modality and the event when the word is uttered:

    Preceding Context 
Modality 
Event

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

    Did you hear the 
Nick (S) 
bell ringing

    clock chime?            
Hears bell 
(uttered word)

       Greenfield and Smith classify the semantic function in child language in the following manner:

Performatives: 
utterances that occur as part of children’s actions

                   
(1)    "Bye-bye" while leaving

Volition: 
utterances that require a "response from the person addressed"   (51)

                   
(2)    "Mama" to request something "no" to reject something

Indicative obj.: 
a single word that refers to the indicated object

                  
(3)    "Doggie"

Volition obj.   : 
a single word that refers to the object of a demand

                  
 (4)    "Cookie"

Agent: 
performer of the action (animate)


(5)    "Daddy" while he is coming in the house

Action or State

of an Agent    : 
a word that refers to an action that requires an animate action

                   
(6)    "Eat"

Action or State

of an Object:    
a word that refers to an action when there is an optional agent and 
inanimate object

                  
 (7)    "Give"

Object             
(Fillmore`s definitions (1986:24-25) are adopted for these terms.)

Dative:             

Object associated

with another Obj.

or Location    : 

a word that names an "object that is often not present in connection with an object or location that is present" (57).

                  
 (8)    "Kite" while playing with thread

Animate being

associated with an

Obj.or Location: 
a word that names an animate being who is usually a person and is
related to an indicated object or location

                  
 (9)    "Lara" to mean Lauren`s bed

Modification of

an Event         :
 a word that modifies the whole event instead of a single item

                  
 (1O)   "Again" when the child wants the whole action to be repeated

Dore’s theory of primitive speech acts (1975) assumes that prosodic patterns of single words indicate the child’s capacity to communicate the "primitive force" of his utterances.   In other words, he claims that with the use of a single word the child can communicate the notion he has in mind and through his intonation contour he clarifies whether his intention is a request, protest or an answer. Dore, by his speech act theory,   emphasizes   the child’s pragmatic intentions.   His speech act is not merely a reflection of an adult speech act.   Disregarding the propositional structure, it expresses the child’s intention in respect to a concept.   The components of primitive speech acts develop to propositions along with the illocutionary forces (request, demand and deny) after the child acquires most of the grammatical structures of his language.

Dore claims that at the single-word stage, the child can linguistically represent a single concept and the intonational pattern of that single word indicates the child’s ability to communicate the primitive force (intentions) of his utterances.   Dore calls the conceptual representations expressed by single words   "rudimentary referring expressions."   Thus, he distinguishes between reference and intention in children’s speech.   He assumes that the child at the single-word period has mastered the linguistic symbols that are needed to utter the "rudimendary referential expressions."   In other words, the child is capable of expressing his intention in one word alone without adding a syntactic pattern.   He believes that primitive speech acts develop into propositions as indicated in Fillmore`s grammar after the child has acquired most of the syntactic structures of his language.   Consequently, his analysis assigns linguistic status to "single words and minimal prosodic patterns, which simply support the postulation of rudimentary referring expression and primitive forces" (32).   He does not propose any underlying syntax or semantic "transitivity,” nor underlying case relations in his analysis.    According to him, single words in children’s speech represent nine types of primitive speech acts: 1)labelling, 2)repeating, 3) answering, 4)requesting   (action)   5) requesting (answer), 6) calling, 7) greeting, 8) protesting,   9)practicing (see Table I).

          A LIST OF PRIMITIVE SPEECH ACT TYPES (Dore 1975:.33)

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

PSA       Child’s Utterances   Child’s Nonlinguistic Behavior    Adult’s Responses

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

Labeling
Word   
Attends to object or event;
Usually repetition

                               
does not address adult

Repeating
Word or 
Attends to adult utterance 
Occasionally repetition


prosodic 
be fore his utterance; may 


pattern a
not address adult; does await

                                 
response

Answering 
Word 
Attends to adult utterance 
Waits for answer

                                 
before his utterance; 



addresses adult

Requesting
Word or 
Attends to object or event;

Performs an action

 (action) 
marked 
addresses adult; awaits 

 
pattern 
response; most often performs

                                 
signalling gesture

Requesting
Word   
Addresses adult; awaits 

Utters a response                     

(answer)

response; may make gesture

                                 
regarding object

Calling 
Word 
Attends to adult or object 
Responds by attending to a 
prosodic
with marked
child or answering

 
contour






Greeting 
Word 
Attends to adult or object 
Returns a greeting utterance

Protesting 
Word 
Attends to adult; addresses 
Initiates speech adult’s action 
or 
adult; resists or denies

 
marked



pattern 


prosodic 

Practising 
Word 
Attends to no specific object 
No response

 
or 
or event; does not address


marked 
adult; does not await response


prosodic 


pattern 


______________________________________________________________________

Rodgan   (1976) introduces a theory of language acquisition, which includes syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic aspects of language during the single-word period.   She classifies children’s speech into two main categories: holophrastic and non-holophrastic utterances.   In the holophrastic group she includes syntactic relations such as subject-verb-object, nouns and adverbs of location, possessive pronouns and expressions, requests, negatives, where-questions, attributives, and salutes.   The non-holophrastic group consists of items indicating the pragmatic value of speech such as naming and repetition.    Rodgan suggests that "nonholophrastic usage represents the first steps in the child’s progress toward an understanding of linguistic relations, syntactic and semantic in the adult sense" (25).   Rodgan et al. (1977) also conceive of it as a multi-dimensional entity involving structural-linguistic, cognitive, and communicative aspects.   They claim that these three aspects operate arbitrarily as the child generalizes his own rules in constructing sentences.    Therefore, as the child acquires his language, he must develop the capacity to function according to these three main features (Bloom and Lahey, 1978 Meyuk, 1978; McLean and Synder-McLean, 1978).

DISCUSSION

Investigators involved in analyzing the language acquisition process of children at the one-word stage seem to agree on the following:

1. Children are able to encode single words.

2. These single words are uttered in a nonlinguistic context most of the time.

3. Adults talking to children are able to interpret children’s speech and even expand it when necessary in order to clarify the intentions of the children.

       The investigators seem, however, to differ on whether to analyze the single words as indicators of children’s intentions or to describe the meaning of each word within a linguistic framework.   Ingram(1971), Greenfield and Smith (1976) and   Dore   (1975) note   the   contextual and intonational information of early utterances.   Ingram, however, treats them from a psychological point of view, identifying the semantic features of each word in his description; yet although he states that he has adopted Fillmore`s case grammar, he does not give a detailed account of case relations.   Greenfield and Smith state that they have adopted Fillmore`s theory as well but they seem to have included the communicative functions in the semantic classification of single-word utterances. They make a distinction between an underlying cognitive structure and its linguistic form while Ingram does not take such a distinction into account.

Dore (1975) agrees with Greenfield and Smith,and   Ingram that children do not rely on single words in communication, and that they use gestures,   action and   intonation   to make the conversation meaningful.   In fact, Dore’s rudimentary referring expression is similar to Greenfield and Smith’s referential meaning.    Morever, Dore`s speech act seems to correspond to their combinatorial meaning, which is the result of a word used in combination with other elements of communication.   However, Dore claims that speech acts express children’s intentions and Greenfield and Smith assign structural relations to single words as well.   This type of semantic approach tends to attribute too much linguistic significance to non-linguistic features.   Dore describes the notion of intention quite differently.    In his definition, intentions are not related to any semantic categories.  They are closer to the cognitive structures introduced by Piaget   (1952). Piaget describes intentions as a "deliberate pursuit of a goal" by making use of the nonverbal behaviors subordinated to that goal.   Dore`s speech act model is pragmatic in nature because intentions are described as to the speaker’s knowledge of how to use linguistic devices to describe objects, to provide information and to set up a conversation.   Intentions are, therefore, functions of utterances rather than of their meaning or their structural form.

If the terms basic in the description of language acquisition   (e.g. semantic, cognitive, intention) are explicitly defined and if there is agreement on such definitions, some of the disagreements might be resolved.    Semantics, for example, is defined by Greenfield and Smith as "meaning relation between a single word and a cognitive representation of real world events" (1976:213).    Bloom, on the other hand, defines it as meaning relation among words, distinguishing between semantic and underlying cognitive structures (concept) (1973:21).   The use of different terminology results from the theoretical differences that exist in describing the process of language acquisition.   Thus scholars utilize different terms depending on which approach they take.
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