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Primitive Speech Act Types Performed

By a Turkish Child at the Age of Fifteen Months

1INTRODUCTION

Many recent researchers claim that formal language development in children emerges from pre-linguistic social, cognitive and perceptual interactions with adults. Therefore, there has been an increasing interest in the one-word stage to understand the growth of language as it is actually used in naturalistic interaction of adults with children (Dore 1975, Greenfield and Smith 1976, Rodgan et al. 1977, Bates et al. 1977).


The researchers mentioned above agree that the child's single words cannot be analyzed from a syntactical point of view because a child can acquire syntactical coding of his language after he possesses the cognitive prerequisites for the symbolic function. In their approach of the analysis of the single-word utterances, they introduce categories based on Piaget's theory (1952) to define and group the child's communicative intentions.


The aim of this paper is to take one of the models of analysis and apply it to the utterances of a Turkish child.  For this purpose, Dore's primitive speech analysis is chosen. This act approach utilizes contextual features in nine broad categories namely: labeling, repeating, answering an action, requesting an answer, calling, greeting, protesting, and practicing.


The subject chosen for this study is a Turkish girl named Didem. Her utterances are recorded every week for thirty minutes.  Didem's utterances, at the age of 1; 3 along with the speech of the adults, are transcribed and these utterances are analyzed in terms of Dore's primitive speech act types.

FINDINGS


In the attempt of grouping Didem’s utterances according to Dore's nine categories, evidence for each speech act is observed except for the category named greeting.  The non-existence of any type of greeting in Didem's production comes from the fact that expressions for greetings in Turkish are quite long and they include consonants that are difficult for children at that age to articulate. 

 
GünaydIn  (Good morning)


Merhaba   (Hello, Hi)


Güle güle (Good bye, bye-bye)


In the recordings there is even an instance where mother leaves the house and grandfather asks Didem to say goodbye to her mother but Didem does not even bother to imitate that word although she generally repeats what her grandfather tells her to. 
Words that fall in labeling category usually occur in patterns.  Didem, in labelling objects, utters the words that would fill in the blanks in the patterns given below:.

This is ____________.

Look at _________.

Here is __________. 


In requesting an action she uses a single word again to fill in the blanks in similar adult structures: 

I want  ______.

I want   (you) to ________. 

Give me ____________.

Bring me _________.

If she does not know the name of the object she asks for, she points at it and says "ve(r)" to mean give in English.  It is not difficult to distinguish the difference between labeling and requesting for action in Didem's utterance because when she labels, she utters the word in a low tone of voice once or twice and uses a low falling terminal contour.  She makes her utterance meaningful by pointing at the object she names.  In requesting an object however, she keeps repeating that particular word with a high pitch and raised volume till 

· she  gets  what  she wants; 

· her attention is drawn away from the object;

· she loses her hope  of  getting it  or

· she is convinced by the adults that her request cannot be fulfilled at that time.


In requesting an answer Didem uses a rising terminal contour. The word she utters fills the slot of an adult structure: Where is ____________?   In contrast to Dore's example in "Requesting" (1975, p.31), no instance of the word being used in a context "Is this __________?" is observed.  The nonexistence of such a use in Didem's speech does not seem to be surprising.  As Piaget states cognitive development precedes symbols and therefore, a child is normally not expected to ask such a question because it is assumed that the child has already acquired the concept of the object and he knows what it is.  At this stage he is expected to relate the known concept with the symbols that stand for that concept in a language system, which he shares with people who are close to him.


Didem’s answers can be analyzed in various categories.  She answers yes/no questions.   In her answers she repeats the verb if only independent morpheme in the question is the verb. 


Adult: 
AcamIyormusun? 
Child: 
Acamç.

 

(Can`t you open (it)?)

(Can`t open (it))

 
Adult: 
Oynuyorlar  mI?
Child: 
Oynuyo
 

(Are they playing?) 

(Playing.)


If the question contains a noun in subject or predicate position, she repeats the noun. 


Adult: 
O adam mI? 
Child: 
Adam



(Is he a man?)

(Man)


Adult: 
Abiler oynuyor mu?
Child: 
Abi


(Are the elder boys playing?)

(Elder boy) 


If both of the words in the question are not in her vocabulary she uses one of those the use of which is common in child talk. 

Adult: 
Mandalina yer misin? 
Child: 
Ham



(Would you like to eat tangerens?)

(A word that refers to eat)

 
Adult: 
KuSlarI seviyor musun? 
 Child: 
uu, uu, uu,
  

(Do you like birds?)

(Explanation of love)


In answer to she seems to have adopted certain strategies in answering.  She only utters the word that conveys the information  `what', `who' and `how' questions asking for the agent or the patient, or manner.


Adult: 
Kim geldi? 
 Child: 
BabacIGI



(Who came?) 

(Daddy)


 Adult: 
Bu ne? 
Child:
Aba



(What is this?)

(Elder sister (girl))


Adult: 
NasIl atIyor?
Child : 
dom



(How does (she) throw it?)

(Sound the ball makes) 


When she is asked what she is doing while she is washing her baby, she comes up with an utterance that suggests the act she is performing.


Adult: 
Ne yapIyorsun?

Child: Cibi cibi


(What are you doing?) 

(The sound the water makes as you move your legs or hands in it)


In her answer to where questions, she never names the place of location since she has not acquired the use of locative suffixes.  If the object, the place of which is asked, is within her sight, she points at the object. If she is asked where the person she used to see quite often is, she stretches her hands up to the side with her palms facing her and tries to express with the help of her gestures the fact that she does not know where he is.  If the person she has known before and whose pictures she still sees but has not been seeing that person, for a long time, her answer to a where question, in relation to that person, happens to be "adda".   She produces the same utterance when she wants to be taken out of the house. So this word, which is often encountered in child talk, has an equivalent of "away" or "out". If she finds the nonexistence of the object the place of which is asked of, she would say "gok" (her pronunciation for "yok"- (There isn’t any.)


As in Dore's category for calling, Didem's utterance has an abrupt rising-falling contour when she calls her adults.  She uses the same intonation contour to draw the adult's attention besides calling people across the room. The same contour is used with a very soft and low volume to apologize the adult (who has gotten angry) for what she has done.


In the category of protesting, Dore includes the child's extended screams of varying contours in refusing to do what is asked of him.  Didem's utterances "ih, ih" fit perfectly in this category. However, no instance of a word equivalent to "no" is detected in Didem’s speech.  The reason for the nonexistence of this type of negation is that all the consonants in the word "HayIr" (no) are difficult to articulate by children at early ages.  However, when her mother asks for the button she has intended to put into her mouth, she resists giving it back and says "veme".  Without any context, this utterance refers to the negative command form of the verb give with the alveolar resonant proceeding the bilabial nasal missing.  However, the word in this context means "vermem" (I won't give it).


A lot of Didem's utterances can be listed under the category practicing.  These are generally one or two syllable utterances that do not have any equivalents in adult speech yet. However, they are uttered one after the other with an appropriate intonation giving the impression that she is encountering a story.  In most cases does her practicing while she sings.  Within these meaningless words, she inserts some words she knows.  Although these productions seem to have no significance at first glance, they help her in incorporating the new suffixes into words  (e.g. daba, daba, daba, daba, dabagi , daba) .


The underlined ending is an accusative or possessed marker. The utterance "daba” sounds nonsense by itself, but the addition of the suffix makes the word meaningful and takes the person to the source of the utterance.  In Turkish "tabak" means plate.  Normally, Didem pronounces the dental stops voiceless in the initial position.  Besides that she leaves out the velar voiced stop in the final position. However, when she adds the inflection she utters the velar stop.


Another evidence of the importance of practice is observed with the acquisition of new tense markers.


 
1. acami (open-ability- neg.)




2. miyo  (neg. – present progressive)


She is practising the -ING suffix but since she cannot handle more than three morphemes at a time at present, she starts the second utterance with the last syllable of the first word and adds the -ING suffix. If the hypothesis proves to be true, Didem is expected in near future to express the performance of the action at present in its appropriate symbolic form as well.  Another evidence to support this expectation is that in one of the utterances recorded in her sixteenth month, Didem imitates her mother using present progressive marker in quite a meaningful conversation:

Grandfather: 
Kalk ve kalktIm de.


(Get up and say I got up.)

Mother: 
KalkamIyor.



She can't get up.

Didem: 
KakamIyo



(Can't get up.)


In fact both Didem and her mother start speaking at the same time and Didem naturally finishes her utterance including the present progressive marker the way her mother does.


In grouping Didem's recorded production, some of the utterances are found not to fit into any of Dore's groups.  A distributional analysis of these words within the context leads me to the conclusion that some words are associated by certain words.  In two instances Didem associates oranges with her father.  This may be due to various reasons that might be worth investigating.  Another example for association is that when she is asked if she wants some water, she says "cib" which refers to having bath in her own terms.

CONCLUSION


The primitive speech acts proposed for the production of one-year-old children seem to apply quite readily to the productions of Didem during the age of 15 and 16 months.  The only category to which there was no example of is that in Turkish the linguistic terms for greetings are long and include consonants the subject has not acquired yet.  On the other hand, a new category called association is added to the primitive speech acts.


Outs of 600 sequences of production utterances with specific reference occurring more than ten times are made into a list (See Table 1).   The frequency and function for each utterance are indicated in the table.  Out of 396, one hundred and thirty-one tokens fall into the category of labeling.  Almost four percent of the total tokens are listed under request for action.  The number of tokens that in answering category indicates the fact that she does most of the answering.   She wants to have to have company and to draw the attention of people around her so 51 of the tokens fall into the calling category.  The table also indicates that she does not very much imitation.  This is not surprising, since these are the most frequently used words, their meaning have already been grasped, and she does not need to imitate them.  The concept of the last word in the list is very clear in Didem's mind but the adult form "ayyakkabI" is long; therefore, she prefers her own form. The three instances of repetition of the word occur as "babi" or "ayabi" and not "acebe". In her imitation she comes closer to the adult pronunciation.  Protesting category does not appear in the table because the utterances that refer to protesting do not exceed ten in number.  As it has been mentioned before Didem ignores using the expressions for greeting due to their coding complexity.  Consequently, it can be concluded that Didem's utterances apply to most of the speech acts proposed by Dore. The one that does not apply is accounted for the phonological complexity. Dore's speech act theory seems to provide an adequate basis for describing the children’s speech systematically and distinguishes pragmatic intentions from grammatical structures.

TABLE I

Utterance with a frequency of ten or more (out of 600 sequences of production of Didem) at the age of 15 months

______________________________________________________________________Words close to 
    F      U       N       C       T       I      O       N       S

adult usage                                                                               





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

 
Request
Request
 Answering 
 Labeling 
Repeating 
 Calling
 Practicing 
Associating 
Tokens              (action)
 (Answer)

_________________________________________________________________________________________________meme           
19                 

 3         
 2        
1           
   
2                  
27

(pacifier)

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

dede(cigi)

(grandpa)          
 3        
 3       
 2                         

26                       

34

 baba(cIgI)

 (daddy)                      
 6                                  


 9                
 9       
24

anne(cigi)                  
 10                  
 3                  

 11               

24

aba

(elder sister/girl)


8         
 5                         

  9                 
 22

 abi

(elder brother/boy)

2         
 6                                   

 2       
10

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

açamI

(can't open)                          

 1         
53                         

  5          

  59

ac

(open)             
34                                                                         




34

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

bebe(ciGi)

(baby doll)         6                
 17        
 18                   

 5                 

46

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

saat dakka

(clock, time

notion)                               

 9                                    

  2               

 11

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

adam

(men)                                 

 5         
 8         
1                               


14

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

Made up words

with definite

meanings

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

can can

(clothes holder)    3                  

3         
 4                                     


 10

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

dIn dIn, don don

(TV, radio,music)             32                            
 1                          



 33

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

 dIk dIkI

(riding one horse)                               

10                                  


 10

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

uh, uh

(trying to do

something )                                                                  



 10            
10

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

acebe (ayakkab›)

(shoo)              2                  

4         
19        
 3                             


 28

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

Total       
 99 
 16 
 55 
 131 
 5 
 51 
 31 
 11 
     396

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

-cici  = diminutive suffix
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