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Project Overview: Harry N. Seymour
Good morning.  I want to welcome all of you to hear about a project that we have been involved in for the last four years that is sponsored by the National Institute of Health having to do with developing a culturally and linguistically fair assessment tool, for African American children who speak African American English. It's been my distinct honor and pleasure to engage in this project, and I am certainly grateful to the National Institutes of Health for initiating it and sponsoring it, but most particularly I have been quite gratified to have the opportunity to work with my colleagues, Peter, Jill, and Tom on developing something that I think you will find, as a result of our talk today, is a very unique and effective tool for assessing language in children.  I also want to say that we've had the pleasure of working with the Psychological Corporation who is involved in standardizing our instrument.  They assisted us in developing it; they have been wonderful to work with, very first rate and professional organization, as I am sure you are aware. Last but not least I want to thank and commend our Project Director Barbara Pearson who has been absolutely stellar and first rate in keeping everything together.  


The DSLT has been a life-long dream of mine; I have been in the profession for about thirty years.  Right from the beginning I have been trying to develop assessment materials that would work effectively with children that we all recognize as speaking a dialect that differs from the standard on which most standardized instruments are developed and normed.  And the DSLT is the result of a lot of years of effort and I am very pleased at the outcome.  There are 2 basic purposes behind our test. One is to identify speakers of AAE, and two is to identify those who speak AAE who are language impaired.  


Now in doing this we have in a sense constructed conceptually two major aspects of language targets(one we refer to as optional targets, the other not-optional or obligatory targets.   Optional targets are those that have plagued us for many years in our efforts to develop a standardized instrument because of their optionality. Most standardized tests have a specific target in mind that is not allowed to vary.  If you are testing for the "is" copula or the "is" auxiliary, you expect it to be there or else there is something that you are suspicious about, whether it be 3rd person-s agreement or several other features.  But in AAE, as you are aware, some of these features may be there or they may not be there.  They have an optionality to them; I like to think of them as shifting. So it is very difficult to construct an instrument that would target a particular feature if it is not going to be there, or sometimes it will and sometimes it won’t.  So it has been a problem conceptually in trying to come up with a standardized test that would address that.  


We have devised a test that relies on these optional elements, but relies on them not to diagnose the child with a pathology, but to identify the child as an AAE speaker.  It has solely that purpose, and that purpose alone. And then we developed a group of obligatory features that we use to identify and diagnose pathology.   So we have those two distinct areas.  I am going to be focusing this morning on the identification aspect, and my colleagues are going to be talking about the obligatory or non-optional, diagnostic aspects.  

Dialect Identifiers: General Overview


The features I referred to as identifiers are basically these.  We have several within the test but based upon preliminary data, which is what we are going to be talking about today, these are the ones that stand out fairly prominently.  Phonology, Morphosyntax, Substitution patterns, absence patterns. [Slide of set of AAE features]  It's basically those two categories, and those of you that are familiar with features of AAE would recognize this. I am not going to discuss these in detail, but I want you to know these are the ones that kind of jump out at us from our preliminary analysis as being very prominent and significant.  

Phonology


Let me just give you an idea of how they are tested. In the phonology area we have several test items that evaluate 66 target words with 2 targets in each word.  If we are testing something like "toothbrush," what you see in bold represents the target that we are after. “I see a toothbrush," and very predictable in AAE it is “I see a Toofbrush” or “I see the fish breathe underwater” will be “I see a fish breave under water."   Now we have this kind of repetitive “I see I see I see” that the child has to repeat.  First of all we are testing AAE phonology in a sentence context as opposed to individual words because it is within that running speech context that we are more likely to elicit these identifiers. We use the “I see” as a small clause context to help us avoid some of the kinds of morphosyntacic features that might interfere with the target that we are trying to elicit. If I say to the child “repeat after me.  The boy catches fish," and I am interested in the /k/ of that catch, we know that in AAE it is a high probability that the third person marker, that /s / in catches might not be there, so for a child to translate back to you what you want, there may be some interference.  So we use a small clause like “I see” to avoid it completely, so “I see the boy catch fish.”  Now the [s] has been removed. So it’s a very neat way of eliciting the features, and it carries out throughout the phonology portion of the test, so we can test specific targets and avoid some of the interference that may occur from morphosyntax of AAE.  

Morphosyntax


This is another example of a morphosyntax element where we are targeting the "have/has":

(Point to the little kite, then the big kite, the boys, and then the girl.)   I see little kites, I see a big kite, the boys have little kites, but the girl _______ 

(Ans: –"have a big kite"- very predictable.)  

Or, another example, 

The girl breaks a branch while climbing the tree, 


"What soon going to happen?'" (Ans:  She gonna fall, right)

Now notice that we’ve got this “what soon” that feels awkward, and many of our field testers think of it as awkward.  But we have this there for a purpose; we don’t want to give the child a model of this structure, so we mask it with the following /s/, one of the brilliant contributions of my colleague Jill de Villiers, and it works beautifully. We have several obvious examples that I could give you, because the test itself is this thick, and it is just jam- packed with lots of goodies.

"This little boy has one shoe; this little boy has two shoes, but this little boy, (Ans: “he ain't got no shoes”--negation.)

Now notice that we joyfully get these elicitations; we are happy about it, quite unlike our other experiences where we get this kind of response and go “oh my goodness.”  This is what we want; we are targeting them purposefully.  

Preliminary Findings


All right, it’s wonderful to have identifiers that work with respect to the theory.  These are things we know are prominent AAE features, but the most important thing is do they identify AAE children?  That is what their purpose is.  That is the data that I am going to show you.  This represents a contrast between, and again I am talking about preliminary data of a few hundred kids that we have been able to analyze so far, and I think it is fairly telling. Here are your normal AAE children; here are your normal SAE children, in response to these identifier targets.  [Small chart.]  Of the AAE subjects, those producing five or more AAE features, that’s a fairly stiff criterion, was almost 70%; SAE much lower, almost non-existent, and that is what we want.  Here are identifiers that AAE children produce but SAE children do not.  


What happens across ages?  Predictably we see that children who are 4-6 years of age are upwards to about 90% for both morphosyntax and phonology features.  It drops to about 50% for ages 7-9 and ages 10-12.  This is predictable: there is an age interaction with some of these features.  However keep in mind that it's unusual for a 10- and 12-year-old to be doing five or more of these features.   You have a code switching; they get savvy. They have been to school, they know what to do, they know what you expect, and they are likely to give it to you. When we combine them, you see, AAE phonology has a certain power as an identifier predictor; morphosyntax has a certain power, and as you see they are parallel but they don’t have half as much power as when you combine them, and that is what we have here. When we combine them, 4-6 years almost 100%, 7-9 years as high as 80%, and 10-12 years, 60%.  And in fact that is what we will be doing in the test: we will combine AAE phonology and AAE morphosyntax. 


How does the individual feature perform?  If you look at the percentage based upon AAE target opportunities, all of the targets we have for each category, for what percentage overall do the subjects in fact provide the AAE predictable identifier response?  So this gives you an idea of what features seem to be the strongest, so if you want to reduce, for example, the AAE identifiers to a set of a few screeners, we know which ones are the most effective and which ones are the least effective: 


the [d] for /th/ is way up there, 


[f] for /th/ 30%, 


cluster absent, 


final consonant absent. 

Now this doesn’t mean that if you were to explore naturalistic speech that it would array itself this way.  It arrays itself this way because of how we focus them within our test.  In morphosyntax, third person “s”, zero possessive, etc.   We have listed them in terms of the power that each contributes to this process;  Third-s being the greatest, “was for were” substitutions (“they was, they was going”) being the lowest, but still very significant. 

Summary 

So in summary, the DSLT has optional and obligatory features.  The optional represent identifiers for the most part; obligatory represent diagnostic identifiers. Now I mentioned to you that we have an instrument that is this thick, that I have to be proud of, and the reason it is so large and contains so much is because we have 14 subtests, all of which are not likely to survive to the final version, or they won’t survive in the current form because it is gong through trial periods now and re-evaluation.  But there are 14 of them, Morphosyntax being optional and obligatory, wh-questions obligatory, passives, articles, communicative roletaking, (most of these are Pragmatic), short narratives, reference spec, question asking, verb contrasts, preposition contrasts, quantifiers, fast mapping, phonology, and non-word repetition, a whole lot of stuff.  What my colleagues are going to be talking about for the remainder of this session is how well the obligatory category works.  I hope that I conveyed that the identifiers worked. Now they are going to give you some information about how the others work. 

One last point. Keep in mind that we are developing an instrument unlike any others, regardless of the fact that it is focusing on AA children.  We have been asked by NIH to develop an instrument that covers phonology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. You know as well as I that there is no instrument that covers that scope.  

Now to Peter de Villiers:

Pragmatics

Peter de Villiers:

Well, I am going to cover pragmatics, and as Harry pointed out, we have a lot of subtests, and a large number of items in each subtest. This is being field tested, and takes about 2 hours to administer the whole big set. The idea is to use these data to reduce it to a test that will take 45 minutes to an hour to administer, which is then covering phonology, syntax, semantics and pragmatics.  

What I would like to do is to show you the major areas of pragmatics that we focused on. We are looking at four central pragmatic skills that are critical for children as they approach schooling and early schooling.  So these are skills that are important for communication in the classroom and also for literacy development in children.  We are focusing on these critical features of pragmatics: we are looking at questions, in particular question asking in the Pragmatics section, and question comprehension and answering in the Syntax section that Jill and Tom will talk about a little bit. We are looking at the child’s ability to specify a referent for a listener, to be able to identify what you are talking about.  That’s critical in narrative, and you will see examples of that in the narratives that we have, and we have a specific test looking at the child’s ability to communicate about a referent and pick it out for the listener.  We are looking at the child’s ability to use connections between events in discourse.  So, linking meaning across referents and events, that’s clearly critical again in narratives.  And finally we are looking at the child’s ability to take perspectives, to take a point of view; what’s been called a theory of mind in children’s development; being able to understand what a listener needs, or what a character in a story thinks or feels, another very critical development in preliteracy skills and in early reading skills.  So the pragmatics subtests look at the child’s ability 

· to ask the right questions for information,

· to be able to identify the characters or the referents that you’re talking about, 

· to be able to make cohesion links across sentences, across events, and 

· to be able to take into account the needs of the listener, what the speaker is intending, and what a character might be experiencing in a narrative.  

Now, I can’t cover all of these.  So, if people are interested, I’m going to look at the test that is designed to look at the identifying of referents, and at the narrative instruments that we’ve been using and to show you some of the data that we have developed from that.  We will be talking about the question-asking subtest, and about the communicative-role-taking subtest in a session tomorrow afternoon that’s called, “Assessing what every five year old should know,” and it’s Friday from 12:00-1:30.  If you’re interested in these other subtests, we’ll be talking about those in more detail in that presentation.  So, looking at the key features of these procedures, I want to talk just briefly about these.  

Pragmatics as you know is very hard to assess in a standardized situation.  Obviously you want to assess pragmatics in communication.  What we’re doing in these procedures is to provide referential support and pragmatic motivation for the form that we’re looking for.  We are using materials that are all picture based, so they can be administered by a single clinician; they can be scored on-line in the time that they are administered.  Again, very difficult to do with pragmatics.  But the materials and the communication situation we’ve set up constrain the form that the child is to produce, so that you are far more likely to get the target pragmatic and syntactic skills and so that it’s a lot easier to score than collecting a large language sample and then having to transcribe that and score it.  

Reference Specification

Let me show you some of these so that you have some idea about how they work.  In the referent specification subtest, what we’re doing is setting up the situation so that the child and the clinician are engaged in a little communication game; a fairly standard reference communication situation.  The child is shown two pictures, in this case a white horse and a black horse.  The clinician has the same two pictures on their side of the tented box.  And the child is shown, “Here are two horses, I have the same two horses.”  Now the child alone is shown this picture.  And the task is for the child to describe what’s happening in the red box  so that I (the clinician) know which horse it is.  Okay?  So the child has to communicate with the clinician what’s happening in the red box so that I know which horse it is.  Obviously the easy way to do this in reference specification is to use an adjective.   “The black horse is eating the flowers,”  “The black horse is eating.”  All right?  The task is for the child to specify, to identify the referent, so the clinician then can say, “Oh, this horse, the black horse.”  

There are two adjective items.  Those are easy, very easy.  We can get three-year-olds to do them with no problem.  You then can make it a little bit more complicated if you set it up with rather than a property specifying the referent, it’s now a location.  So "here are two policemen.  There are two policemen.  Now, what’s happening in the red box so I know which policemen it is."  The policeman on the horse is eating an apple.  Okay?  So now you need to identify a location.  To do that you’re going to use a prepositional phrase or a relative clause.  "The policeman riding the horse is eating an apple."  

So now we have two items that require the child to specify location. They can use a prepositional phrase or they could be using a relative clause in terms of the syntactic form.  And then finally, we have a set of four items in which it is an action that the character performs or is performing that is critical in identifying them.  So here we have two moms, two women.  And you need to tell me what’s happening in the red box so I know which mom it is.  All right?  "It is the woman who fed the baby who’s riding the bike."  Hard, right?  Now you have an action that the child has to identify in order to tell which woman it is.  The woman who was changing the baby is still here in the picture, changing the baby.  You have to distinguish between the two.  

Now one thing to note, in all of these procedures, there’s a very natural prompt, communicative prompt for the child.  If the child simply says to you, “The woman is riding the bike,” what you say is, “Which woman, I have two.”  Remember, these two pictures are in front of the clinician.  “Which woman?”  Now the child has to look at the pictures that are there in front of them, and identify which woman they’re talking about.  "The woman who’s feeding the baby, or the mom who’s feeding the baby."  Okay?  Here’s one more example of that.  Here are two cats.  All right?  Remember that those are the pictures the clinician has and that the child sees first.  Now, in the red box, what’s happening?  I need to know which cat it is?  The man is feeding the cat that’s sniffing, or the cat that’s smelling the flowers; not the cat that’s lying or rolling in the flowers.  So you’re getting at an action that’s being performed by the referent that needs to be specified.  

Preliminary Findings

So, what does the data look like?  First of all the way that we score this is, Does the child produce an appropriate referent specification?  And does the child produce the form that is the target?  We don’t mind here about the morphosyntax that the child is using.  So, “the cop on the horse he feeding himself,”  that’s fine.  Perfectly okay.  This child knows how to use a prepositional phrase to specify a referent.  That’s the key feature here.  We don’t mind about the particular morpho-syntactic features being used in the item.  However, it’s a nice sample of those morpho-syntactic features, because it elicits them.  [slide]  

So, if we look at specifying a referent using a prepositional phrase or a relative clause, because you can do that (“The character riding the horse”), if you look up here at these two, this is now four-year-olds, five-year-olds, six-year-olds, seven- and eight-year- olds, and part of the field testing, the first thing to look at is that this is a relatively easy task for the children.  This is eighty percent performance of the children specifying the referent location with a prepositional phrase or a relative clause.  There is no difference between the Standard English speakers and the African American English speakers who are normally developing.  However if you look at the children identified as having a disorder or delay, they have problems, particularly in the four and five year old range.  This is an item that’s nicely discriminating in the early age.  But once they’re age six, they’re as good as anyone else in the prepositional phrase items.  

If you look at the action cases, the relative clause cases, they’re hard.  We know that.  That’s why we have them in there.  Okay?  If you look again at this age range, now you’re getting development over the whole range.  From four to age ten.  It’s not until age ten, nine or ten, that these children in the normally developing groups are at eighty percent production of these features in that task.  There’s some nice developmental growth over this period of time, but it is the same for the Standard American English speakers and the African American English speakers.  Again you get a nice separation identifying diagnostic of delay or disorder in children who are suspected of having a disorder or a delay.  And it is throughout the age range that the children are delayed.  Okay.  I have a few minutes to show you the narratives.  

Short Narratives


The narratives are designed to elicit three features from the children.  [Slide of DSLT narrative pictures]  First of all reference specification.  They have two characters in them that must be distinguished.  The child has to in their story be able to tell you who the characters are in the story.  Secondly, there are sequences of six pictures telling a little story which have time and causal relationships in the pictures.  So the child needs to show you those links across the events.  What’s the time sequence, what’s the causal sequence?  What’s causing what in the pictures?  And then finally the events are designed to elicit the mental states of the character, the point of view of the characters.  You cannot explain this picture without telling the listener what the boys are thinking about, what they intend to do, what they want to do in these events.  So you’re looking at the child’s use of those internal mental states in their narratives.  

The way that the procedure is administered is the child is shown the picture sequence, they’re asked to look through it carefully to see what happened, and to tell the story.  There’s then continuous open-ended prompting (e.g., “Is that all?” “Tell me more,” etc.) to get the full story from the child until they’re happy with what they’ve told.  At that point the clinician comes back to picture number five, down here, in which there is a critical mental state.  If you’ve looked through the picture, you know that this big boy, who didn’t want his little brother to play with his train, hid it under his bed.  But the little brother moved it without him knowing, into the toy box.  Now he’s returning, the big brother’s returning, thinking about his train, wanting to play with his train.  So this is an event in the story that’s designed to elicit a mental state.  Okay?  And then the big brother goes and looks in the wrong place, the place where he put the train because he has a false belief about where it should be.  Right?  So these are the picture sequences, we have two sets of picture sequences like this.  

Preliminary Findings

I just want to show you two little pieces of data.  One is about the time referencing.  The temporal reference is particularly important.  [preliminary data slide] These are Standard English speaking children in the age range from four and five to age six.  So it’s the early development of narrative.  And it’s looking at, if you look at these, the dark black squares here, these are children that provide no temporal links at all in telling their story.  And you can see that about 15% of the little children don’t provide any temporal links.  They just go simple sentence, event description going through the sequence picture by picture.  But by the time the children are six, every child provides some temporal linkage in their narratives.  What they’re primarily doing is using sequencers: "then," "and then, and then."    That’s the dominant early form that children use in narratives.  That declines with age.  They’re replaced by more complicated adverbial clauses, things like, “while,” “when,” and “so on.”  The important piece of data is this: these are standard American English speakers.  If you look at African American English speakers in the same age range, the data looks exactly the same.  You get the increase in the use of more complex time markings, and decrease in the more simple forms. 

And finally, I want to show you the mental state references, in particular, the mental state references that the children use to describe picture number five in the sequence.  This is four-to-five year olds up to ten-year-olds, the solid lines are the standard American English speakers, and the African American English speakers.  And, it wiggles back and forth but basically they are the same.  So the likelihood that the child will use a mental state to explain what the character is doing in the picture in that event increases over the age range to again, about eighty percent, with no difference in dialect.  However, if you look at the developmentally disordered or delayed children, they are considerably slower.  You get developmental growth, but there’s a significant discrimination.  Okay.  Jill you’re on with semantics.  

Semantics

Jill de Villiers
I want to talk about the area of the test that has to do with semantics, but I also want to start by saying something about syntax.  It’s not my role this morning, but it occurred to me in listening to Harry and listening to Peter and in thinking about the DSLT that Peter and I share a certain guilt for the obsession in this field for testing morphosyntax as a sign of normal language development.  Because we started working with Roger Brown in the early 1970s and Brown’s fourteen morphemes were regarded as the classic description of how children learn English grammar, and it immediately became translated into tests for children to see how effective they were in learning English grammar.   And in fact it’s such a tiny portion, and in fact it’s totally misguided because there are lots of dialects that don’t have that standard morphology, and yet the tests are so obsessed with it that we have to broaden away from it; we have to start thinking in broader terms about what language really involves.  Otherwise we really are doing a disservice to a large number of children.  And as soon as you look cross-linguistially you realize that there are lots of language-disordered children in languages that have rich morphology that don’t in fact display much trouble with rich morphology.  We have to broaden our sphere, here.  And that’s what we’re attempting to do.  

I remember a couple of years ago at an ASHA conference, you know, sometimes we worry that we live in an ivory tower, you know we’re obsessed with all this wonderful grammar stuff and language stuff and then some of you are out in the front lines testing children trying to decide who’s got a disorder and who hasn’t.  And I’ve just come from a conference just like this in which we were talking in all these fancy terms about language and linguistics, and isn’t it all wonderful, and I happened to sit down to have a cup of coffee at a crowded table where there was a group of Speech Pathologists.  And I admit I was eavesdropping, it was a small table.  So the group of Speech Pathologists were saying to each other, “I don’t know what to do anymore.  I’ve just been to this session and they told us, 'Oh, you can’t count that because that’s just a dialect error.  Oh, you can’t count that because that’s just the way they speak around here.'  There’s going to be nothing left.  Everybody is going to pass every test.”  Well, guess what: they don’t.  And that’s what we’re here to tell you.  You can broaden beyond morphosyntax, you can include all kinds of wonderful and interesting facts about language, and it does differentiate the dialect speaker from the disordered speaker.  Anyway, I had to get that off my chest first.  

General Overview

So, now I’ll start with my official transparencies.  The fundamental assumption that we’re making here is that all normally developing children learn a sophisticated language system regardless of cultural differences, regardless of dialect differences, regardless to some extent of different circumstances of child-rearing, of which there are many.  And what we want to do is develop material sensitive to this sophistication, but insensitive to irrelevant differences.   And our ideal task therefore has this constellation of properties: we want to tap subtle and abstract properties of natural languages that are found everywhere; we want to be able to give them in a paper-based test, run by any clinician; (in the ideal world maybe we wouldn’t, but that’s pragmatics coming in, not of the sort that Peter described). The third thing we want to do is show that there is significant growth over the period three through nine.  And that’s the standard approach to things like IQ and I’m not sure we should join that, but after all children do grow and develop and know more as they grow older, so we would like something to tap developmental data so we can know if a child is behind where they should be. We also want to achieve the ideal that children speaking different dialects do equally well on the test.  Peter has shown you some data on the pragmatics that suggests that and I will show you some more. And then we also want it to simultaneously be the case that children who are picked out by clinicians, parents, and members of the community as having some kind of a problem with language are also picked up by this test, that it doesn’t set the bar so low that you let everybody pass.  That’s an important criterion that we set. 

So now let me say something about the development of the semantics area, because after all semantics is about the expression of vocabulary, and if anything will be sensitive to input, vocabulary will.  Of course it matters whether you have heard certain words before, whether you have been exposed to certain experiences, how much you have been talked to about certain matters. I mean, no, I don’t have 42 different words for snow; neither do Eskimos, but that’s beside the point. The point is it matters what kinds of vocabulary you have heard, so tests of acquired vocabulary don’t meet the requirements that we just laid out.   That is, they fail the test of being universally deep because they vary all over the place, and they also fail the criterion of being dialect insensitive because of course it matters what culture you grow up in.  So it also is sensitive to opportunity differences so if a child hasn’t been taken to the zoo, hasn’t been read all kinds of books about  animals and so forth, guess what, they might not know what an octopus is.  So it may be important, I agree, educationally to know who has a reduced or a different vocabulary when they come and face different school situations, but that is not a language disorder, that’s different than a language disorder. So what we are trying to do is develop different measures of vocabulary expertise that come closer to meeting the criterion.  And we’ve got some strange ones, which I am going to share with you.

Vocabulary Fast-Mapping 

One of them is premised on a thesis completed in Harry’s department by a student named Valerie Johnson, last year, and it asks the question “Can a child learn a new word using the clues provided by linguistic and non-linguistic context?"  If she can, that’s a good sign that language development is progressing normally. That is, let's look at process measures of vocabulary development rather than acquired vocabulary.  So for example, can a child figure out the meaning of a novel word purely from sentence context.  Now if I said to you, “I grocked over from the Hilton this morning” you may look at me like I am crazy, but you might think oh she’s British, this must be some funny word that I haven’t heard before. But you are probably going to think it is some means of travel, like I stumbled here from the Hilton this morning or I trammed here from the Hilton this morning. So you are going to learn something from my sentence context about the meaning of that verb.  If I say “I grock that there were so few people at that 8:00 meeting,” you are probably not going to think it is a means of travel; you are probably going to think it is something about my mental or emotional state.  In other words, I am going to be disappointed that the audience is so small, but it is at 8:00 in the morning.  Never mind, what you are going to do is judge from the sentence context what the possible meaning of that new word could be. That is a very productive process.  As soon as the child gets to be three or so, that’s the way they learn most of their vocabulary, and we are trying to tap into that. 


(Side 2)

We used a variety of different kinds of verb types based on Val Johnson’s work, like the intransitive, "The boy is temming," probably something the boy is doing all by himself, or "the clown is siping the woman," the clown must be doing something that affects the woman.  Or "the boy is meeping the flowers to the girl," it sounds like he is showing them, or moving them towards her or something. "The lady is danning the waiter to send the coffee."  Now how on earth do we know if the child is getting those meanings? We need some picture bases. So, I am going to show you some pictures that are ambiguous because two things are happening at once, and the only way you can decide what I mean is by listening to my words, listening to my sentence context.  So suppose I show you this strange thing going on here.  It looks peculiar, but that’s the way we work. So suppose I say to you "the boy is temming."  Now all of a sudden you are attracted to the boy and the action he is performing.  Now if I say, "the woman is siping the boy," now all of a sudden you are attracted to whatever she is doing with this strange whiplike creation.  What we want to know is can the child, given the picture, given the input of a sentence, can they focus in on what the word must be. Now how do we tell that if we just say "point to siping"?  They could go here, and we wouldn’t know what they are pointing at?  So instead we ask a series of morphological questions.  I said, "the boy is temming.   Which one of these is the temmer?  Ok, which one is temming?"  Or if I say "the woman is siping the boy," and I go “which one is the siper, which one is sipable? Which one got siped?"…do you get the idea that you could make some pretty good guesses based on the picture and what I say.  So that’s the kind of thing we are asking. 

Preliminary Findings

Moving right along, I am going to show you some data we’ve gotten from the tryout phase from the DSLT that makes the point that normally developing children do remarkably well on this task.  They don’t do perfectly, but they do remarkably well. [slide of preliminary data]  There is age growth with time, dialect similarity, and there is disorder differentiation.  This is how children do on the real verbs.  I didn’t show you, we started this task by giving the children real words, like "handed" and "barked," so they can get into the habit of picking out who is the barker, who got handed, and so on. So we do it with real verbs first, and the two dialect groups do remarkably well, and there is growth with age.  But the real test isn’t with the real verbs but the novel verbs, things like siping and meeping.   How do they do on those?   And this is how the two dialect groups do with the novel verbs:  very close match between the dialect groups, and nice growth with age.  It seems to have satisfied the requirements of being dialect insensitive and showing nice growth over time.  

Then the question, the 60 million dollar question--What about disordered children?  Do they show any differentiation or have we made it so easy that everybody passes?  The Speech Pathologists' nightmare.  So here we go on the real verbs, Disordered AAE subjects, of whom we have the largest number in the tryout phase, had nice differentiation from normal AAE subjects.  They don’t just fall on top. It’s nice with the real verbs; it's even nicer with the novel verbs.  We have a nice spread, that we can gain information from. The question is how did the groups do on the different morphemes being tested. Here are the two normal groups compared with different morphemes that we test. I think you will see, there are a lot of lines on this graph, but just eyeball it you will see there is not a lot of difference between AAE and SAE, they are all about the same.   The question is can you see the difference between the normal and disordered groups, and I think you can. Remember, they move down by a good 20%. That is, the same morphemes are easy and hard for both groups, but everybody has moved down quite considerably to where they were. Let me show you how they do on the different verbs, we asked whether particular verb types are treated equivalently by the different dialect and disordered groups.   Remember, we are looking at intransitive verbs, transitive verbs, transfer verbs, and complement taking verbs.  None of the previous tests of fast mapping have looked at these complex forms before; the only work that has been done before Val's thesis was on the simple things like intransitive and transitive, so we are really stretching the envelope here.  To get some age range I’ll just show you normal subjects AAE and SAE again. I don’t think you will see any differences between those two graphs, but you will see they both find the same things difficult; the complement-taking verb is a pretty hard one. 

Let me show you the normal vs. Disordered AAE to make the point that we do have significant depression of performance in the language disordered group.  It is an unusual task, but it meets the requirement of studying semantics in a group, does meet the requirements of showing growth over time, showing dialect neutrality, and showing the property that it does differentiate normal kids from those with language disorders. 

Lexical Contrasts

I want to quickly do one more of the semantics subtests, to show they have in common this feature that we are trying to get away from looking at acquired vocabulary and study something about the process by which children get these new words and organize them once they have got them.  The other property we thought we’d look at is the organization of the lexicon in children because what happens when children get to be four or five, they have a great number of words already, but they have to have them organized in their heads, so they can come up with synonyms, antonyms, all the kinds of things that you get asked to do in everyday life and in school. And the question is how structured is the vocabulary that they have. And one of the things that has been studied before is looking at the hierarchy of relatedness among words. Waxman and Hatch had a nice task that they tried with normally developing kids that they asked about noun hierarchy.  For example, they showed the child a picture of a rose and said “that’s  not a dandelion, it’s a _____," and the children would say "rose." But then in a different situation you would say to the child “that’s not a tree, it’s a_____," and the same picture would then elicit the answer "flower." So the opposite of tree isn’t rose, it is flower. The opposite of dandelion isn’t flower, it is rose.  Or this is not an animal, it’s a plant.  So children do know multiple ways to describe the same thing, showing that they have hierarchy in their lexicon. They can give an appropriate answer at a different level.   

So we have a task that also looks at relatedness of word meaning, and to do that we are actually looking at verbs, and I will just quickly show you this example. I won’t show you any data from it, but it looks promising.  We show the child a picture like this and we say for example, “this man isn’t walking he’s _______?" (crawling) and “this man isn’t going up the steps he’s _______?" (going down the stairs), “this man isn’t entering the building, he’s _______?" (going out).  Well they won’t say "exiting," they say "going out" or "leaving," but even when they say that it means they understood the word "entering." So we are looking at the kind of answers that children give at multiple levels to different kinds of prompts.   And we have found it to be very successful in the age range 4-6 in looking at the richness and organization of the child’s lexicon.  We hope it will also turn out to be discriminating. 

Syntax: General Overview

Tom Roeper

Thank you.  I’m going to talk about syntax--in a very narrow way, but in a sense in a very broad way, too.  It’s narrow in that I’m really going to talk about one construction.  It’s a construction that’s the result of work that Jill and I have been doing for about fifteen years on how question words operate.  And actually the construction we looked at was one we looked at in six different languages.  And it is in a sense the heart of what has been produced by linguistic theory over the last forty years.  In many ways what we are trying to do is bring to the field of communication disorders the result of a major revolution in cognitive science, namely linguistic theory.  And one of the things that makes us feel that we are being scientific is that the examples we use and the conclusions we have are really surprising to us, and I’m sure to you, too.  Most of you are not surprised when some new medical product comes out with a strange name and they illustrate on television some strange things going on inside your body someplace.  And you kind of accept that, "yeah that’s me" and I’m one of those people that medicines operate on in some strange way.   We accept it in medicine, but we don’t accept the fact that in language many properties of language are new to us, even though we speak language.  But if it’s a real science that is what ought to be happening. So I’m going to illustrate to you one simple idea and show you that what we studied in six different languages, we predict, shows up in the language-disordered realm as well.  

Now, here’s a complicated thing and often complicated things bring out simple principles.   That’s true in every area of science.  So I’m going to give you a little chance to understand this really complicated sentence; “Dad told Mary in a loud voice, to give Susan a candy if she could persuade Susan to sing more softly.”  This is maybe something that could be said in a first grade reader or certainly in the life of children 7, 8 years old.  Now what’s interesting about this sentence is that it is three ways ambiguous.  If I said, “How did dad tell Mary to persuade Susan to sing?” there are a lot of answers to that.  It could be how Dad told her, it could be how Mary persuaded Susan, and it could be how Susan sang.  There are all three possibilities in that sentence. For instance the how-tell answer, would be "in a loud voice."  The how-to-persuade, would be basically "using bribes or candy," right? And how-to-sing, would be "more softly."  Now in a sentence like that, that’s the kind of interesting properties of grammar that have these ambiguities in it.  The "how" is the property you can call long distance movement.  The how came from the end of the sentence here, all the way to the beginning.  For a case like how, the different distances that it’s moved, and that’s why I call it movement.  And we can do it in milliseconds. This is a sentence I’m sure none of you have ever heard before, so you are doing something you have never done before in your life, this minute. 

Wh- Barriers

 Now, another interesting property is that you can block that movement.  If I said, “how did dad tell Mary to persuade Susan what to sing?"  Then, you can say, "a loud voice" or "with candy," but you can’t say "softly."  That "what" blocks the extraction of the "how."  That’s a universal principle.  That is perhaps the deepest principle that has been discovered in linguistics theory today.  It's something that Chomsky discovered.  

And you can say what does that have to do with children?  But, we actually did experiments on these types of sentences with kids.  We’ve done a lot of them.  We studied 30 different wh-constructions over the last 15 years; this is just one.  And as I said we found it in six different languages.  Now, here’s the kind of question we ask kids. (We did it with pictures, so the pictures give even more misleading evidence.  There is more reason for this child to break this barrier.)  "This woman didn’t know how to bake a cake.  She saw a T.V. show about cooking and she learned to make a lovely cake with pudding mix."  Now, let’s try first this question, “How did the woman learn to bake a cake?”  Any other answers for that? "With a pudding mix"?  Yeah, you could go either way on that one, right?  But if I said this question, “How did the woman learn what to bake?" Only "the T.V. show."  Now, even though you’ve got these pictures here and you can see her fiddling around with this pudding mix and so forth, that “what” blocks the extraction of “how” from the lower clause.  

Preliminary Findings

Now, what happens with children?  Do they know this constraint on the barrier, or don’t they?  Pretty sophisticated.  Here are the kinds of results that we got.  [Slide of preliminary results]  In the experiments that we did across languages we got rather stunning results.  Basically, under 10% of children in six different languages gave you a violation of that barrier.  I mean really small.  If you look here on the bottom, you can see what typical percentages on other types of questions are. "When did the boy say he hurt himself?"  Well, he said in the evening that he hurt himself in the morning.  Fifty percent say "in the evening," 50% say "in the morning."  If you did it with a who question, "the boy asked his father to call his grandmother.  Who did the boy ask to call?"  Either the father or the grandmother, either way both of them go differently. 

Now, something funny happened though with a group of these kids.  They didn’t answer the how question, they answered the what question.  "How did you learn what to bake?" "A cake."  Now, they're doing something different.  You could say they cut off the end, but we can prove that they didn’t via other kinds of tests, which I can go into if you have a question about it.  Same thing happened on a sentence like, "When did the child say how he caught the ball?"   "The clown said in the evening that he caught the ball on his nose, in the morning.  When did he say how he caught the ball?"  He said in the evening.  A lot of kids would say "on his nose."  They answered the how question, instead of the when.  So what are they doing there?  It turns out that kids in five different languages are doing exactly the same thing.  They answer what we call the medial question; they are answering the wrong question.  

Now notice, that if you talk about children making mistakes in inflection, if they say, let's take the difference between "John runs" and "John run."  There is no difference in meaning here, but with wh-questions, these kids are getting a completely different meaning, a different question out of this sentence than the adult has intended.  So, what happens is you very rapidly come to the conclusion that the child is dumb, or that they don’t know what is going on, that they just aren’t paying attention.  Well, all these other conclusions than the conclusion that maybe there is something different about their grammar.  That’s one important insight that we have found in 10 different ways.  I’m just illustrating one on this test so far.  

Now, what happens with children who do, what happens with children on this test?  Well, two things.  One is that children sometimes xxx, first thing I want to say is that the children do now?? virtually the same on these medial answers. whether they are disordered or not disordered.  The number of children who learned the "how" down in the lower clause, "how did you learn what to bake?"  By "making, with pudding mix."  It is under 10% for the normal and about 15% for the disordered.  (I probably should have given you the graph on that because it is something that we should pay attention to.)  That 15% is not insignificant.  Maybe there is a small group of kids who can violate the barriers.  That means they are constructing the sentence in even more radically different ways.  But the bulk of children did the same thing we found cross linguistically.  They answered the medial question.  So if you asked them the question "how did she learn what to bake?" They say "a cake."  Some kids in English actually will treat it as if those two wh-words were there.  "What does she say what she wants?" (It's as if that medial question and that front question are exactly the same.)

Let me show you what the results are for normal kids with these medial questions.  [preliminary data, subtest 2] You can see, normal kids start out with medial questions almost half the time at 4, 5, 6, up to the age of 7 and it’s going steadily down.  Normal SAE kids, Normal AAE kids.  However, if we look at the disordered children we find a striking difference.  The disordered AAE kids are continuing to supply that medial answer way up to the age of 9 years of age.  So the teacher asks them a question, say “how did she learn what to bake?”  They say "a cake," and are doing exactly what kids do in other languages.  

And let me say a couple of other things.  How should we think about it?  Well, I think we can think about it as if the child is supplying the missing link.  The way we said, "what did she say what she wants?"  "How did you say how to do it?"  They are putting in another how in the middle where we would normally leave it out.  It’s not so strange, it’s a little bit like resumptive pronouns.  (That's if you say something like, "the boy who I saw his sister and him."  You put that extra "him" in there, putting in an extra word in a place where it almost might occur.  

Now, let me ask whether this kind of thing could actually happen in a real situation.   Let’s take a sentence like this, a father says to a son, “How can we make sure your sister doesn’t know what she will get for Christmas?"  The father says this to a five-year old boy, and the sister’s there too.  And the kid says, “a bike."  The father says, "I told you not to tell, I mean, why are you telling?"  Well, what did the kid do?  He answered the medial question.  He treated it, as not the question, "How can we make sure you sister doesn’t know what she will get for Christmas?"  They treat it as the question, "What can we make sure you sister doesn’t know what she is getting for Christmas?"  As if that first "how" was another "what," and then you answer it.  I think this happens more often than you realize.  And I would like to know from people who have experience.  Do children ever seem to be answering that wrong question?  

The basic conclusions here are that children misconstrue complex syntax in systematic ways.  They use simpler grammars that we actually find in other languages.  This grammar is a possible grammar in another language.  In fact, in German you can do something like this.  Their errors lead, as I said before, to errors of interpretation, not just morpho-syntactic problems.  Before I finish, I want to give you two anecdotes that got me going on this.  There was a woman about 40 years old, who had a thirteen-year-old son, and who came to my class.  She got interested in communication disorders because her child kept having problems.  He was thirteen, and he was an ‘A’ student, but when he came home he would say things like, “the thing what I got” and she would say, “No, it’s not the thing what I got, it’s the thing that I got.”  And I said that what/that difference there, there is a little something going wrong there.  "Go home and ask that kid this sentence, give him this test, 'How did the woman learn what to bake?'”  She did and he said, “a cake."  So this thirteen year old kid was still making this kind of a mistake.  He was doing all right in school otherwise, because he was a very bright kid, but they were noticing these little problems.  

We shared this with some of our German colleagues and they had a similar story.  A thirty-six-year-old man came in to be diagnosed three or four months ago in Germany.  He spoke a strong dialect, but they had a suspicion that there was something wrong with the way he spoke as well.  And so they tried out this test which has been translated into German, this particular part of it.  That thirty-six-year-old guy answered the medial question again, where he shouldn’t have.  When he was asked, “How did the woman learn to bake?” --the guy said, “a cake."  And they say from that simple example, although they thought this might just be a dialect problem, that it’s also a disorder problem.

  So these are two examples of how in real life, these kinds of examples can really help us see what is going on in the life of a child. 

Since I think this is just the beginning of the kinds of things that are going on, I want to share with you a couple of other examples of things that are complicated things in the life of children and in the language we speak and we’re not quite aware of.  So let’s take a sentence like this, “Ask Mom if she gave you my book?”  That’s not such a hard sentence, but look at it.  Now, the kid has to go to the Mom and say, “Did you give me his book?”  Notice, the "I" shifted to the "you," the "you" shifted to "me" and the "my" shifted to "his."  All those pronouns shifted simultaneously.  That’s a pretty complicated thing to do.  But, we ask our children to do that.  

Let’s take another simple wh-.  This has been the source of a lot of research in linguistic theory: two objects represented by the same question word.  Can you imagine a nursery school teacher saying to a four-year-old kid, “What can you carry without dropping?" or "Now look, when you pick up your things, I want you to try to think about, what can you carry without dropping, because you keep dropping things, ok."  Notice, "what" is the object of "carry" and simultaneously the object of "dropping."  It's an unusual construction, that seems really simple to us, but is really complicated.  Or, in the sandbox, “What can you make without breaking?”  Or mother saying to a kid, “What can you bring without losing when you go to school?"  You can find that these two wh-words can come from two different places at once.  

How complicated are sentences that kids hear?  Let me give you a couple of examples.  I don’t know when kids start saying these things, but I bet they say them.  “Mom said you think I ate the cookie, but I didn’t.”  or “Dad said I have to read after we eat, but I don’t want to.” Notice, "Dad said I have to read after we eat,"-- that’s four different sentences, "but I don’t want," that’s a fifth and the hidden one six, "to."  These are enormously complicated sentences, with several different verbs inside each other.  They are in the lives of our children and we have to realize that we are asking them to understand these things.  Thank you.
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