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INTRODUCTION

Joan Swann

The most casual observer cannot fail to be impressed by the rapidity, and apparent facility, with which young
children learn language. The topic has also fascinated academic researchers from a range of disciplines, shedding
light both on learning processes and on the nature of language itself—how language works and how it is used. In
this book our focus in on the acquisition of English, tracing its development from the earliest years, through its
formal teaching in schools, to its use as a language of higher education.

At least until recently, much academic knowledge about language learning, and particularly about young children’s
language, has come from fairly restricted contexts: primarily from the experiences of children growing up in middle-
class, monolingual households, often in the USA or the UK. In this book we do consider evidence from such sources,
but we also try to represent something of the diverse contexts in which English is learned.

People learn English in different parts of the world, under very different conditions and for different purposes. Many
learn English as their ‘mother tongue’, or first language: somewhere between 320 and 377 million internationally,
according to Crystal (1995), depending on whether English-related Creoles are included in the total. However, most
people who speak English have learned this alongside another language—either as a second language (about 150-
300 million) or as a foreign language (a much looser estimate of between 100 and 1,000 million). Commentators
such as Kachru (1992) argue that it is these two groups of speakers, with English as their ‘other tongue’, who have
given English its current status as an international language.

These figures give an indication of the balance between different types of learner, but need to be interpreted with
caution. Figures are often based on estimates, they depend on what language varieties are included as ‘English’, and
on what degree of competence you need to have to be regarded as a speaker of English. Chapter 7 of this book
contains further discussion of different types of learners in educational contexts. The first book in this series,
English: history, diversity and change (Graddol et al. (eds), 1996) discusses some of the problems involved in
deciding who speaks English.

Distinguishing different types of learner in this way is by no means unproblematical, but because such distinctions
are routinely made (in terms of research traditions, as well as teacher training and educational provision) we retain
them, to some extent, in the organization of this book. The earlier chapters focus on learning English in the home
and community, in ‘mother-tongue’ and bi- or multilingual contexts; later chapters look at the formal teaching of
English, both as a mother tongue (or assumed mother tongue) and as a second or subsequent language.
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Page 3

e Chapter 1 considers how young children learn English as their first language. It sees such learning primarily as a
collaborative, social activity, in which children learn to use the linguistic forms and structures of English to achieve
certain ends.

e Chapter 2 discusses how bi- and multilingual children learn English alongside other languages; and how all children
acquire different varieties of English. Children, in effect, acquire a ‘repertoire’ of language varieties to express
different personal and social identities.

e In Chapter 3, the focus is on children’s reading and writing. The chapter suggests that literacy, from the earliest
years, involves much more than an understanding of the English writing system: children are actively engaged in
working out the meaning of literacy in social contexts.

e Chapter 4 is about the use of English as a classroom language, a role in which it can have a powerful influence on
older children’s language development. The chapter considers the language of different subjects, and the use of
English and other languages in the classroom.

e Chapter 5 gives a historical account of English teaching: it is concerned with the changing content of English, and
with changing aims and methods of English teaching. It suggests how these may be related to differing social and
political events.

e Chapter 6 discusses some recent controversies in English teaching—what varieties of English children should learn,
and how early reading and writing should be taught. The chapter focuses both on pedagogical debates and the
social and cultural values that underlie them.

» Chapter 7 discusses the teaching of English to speakers of other languages: how English is taught in different
contexts, what social positions students are invited to take up through their learning of English, and the effects of
English teaching on other languages and cultures.

e Chapter 8 turns to the increasing use of English as a language of higher education: it looks at what students are
required to learn under the guise of ‘academic English’; and at different approaches to teaching academic genres
and discourses.

Although the chapters cover different topics, and the authors themselves have differing academic backgrounds and
interests, there are some common threads that run through the book as a whole. Children in the home, and pupils
and students in formal education, are all seen as active learners, making hypotheses about the structures of English
and how the language is used. Viewing learners in this way suggests that we may need to reinterpret what have
traditionally been regarded as ‘mistakes’ in language use. Such language learning errors can be seen as creative
attempts to make sense of English: they also provide vital clues about developing ‘learner grammars’ of the
language.

Throughout the book as a whole we also take a broadly functional approach to language learning; this sees the roots
of young children’s language development in their pre-verbal behaviour, and suggests that learners at all stages of
development are not simply acquiring linguistic structures, but also an ability to use these to perform social acts: to
guote Barbara Mayor’s discussion in Chapter 2, people learn ‘rules of social behaviour and then grammatical rules
through which these are realized’. This has implications for the teaching of English: debates
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Page 4
about the English curriculum often revolve around the extent to which students should be taught linguistic forms
independently of their use in social situations.
Two further points derive from this functional perspective. First, language learning is seen not as an individual
matter but as a collaborative enterprise, involving interaction between the learner and parents, family members,
friends, teachers and others. And second, children and adults necessarily learn how to behave as a certain kind of
person (a child, a girl or a boy, a student, etc.) through their acquisition of English: they take on a set of identities
as they learn different aspects of the language.
This link between language and identity lies behind many of the more controversial aspects of the English
curriculum. English teaching is not a neutral activity. It can be seen as potentially empowering, giving learners
access to powerful language varieties or ways of using language. But it is viewed also as a mechanism for keeping
learners firmly in their social place. In characterizing different approaches to English teaching in Chapter 6, Sue
Brindley argues ‘their advocates often suggest that a version of a future adult (and a future society) is being shaped
by the decisions made by the English teacher’.
The book is designed for anyone with a general interest in the learning of English, as well as those with a more
specialist interest (such as students, parents or teachers). It can be read independently but it is also one of a series
of four books (listed on the back cover) designed for an Open University undergraduate course: U210 The English
Language: past, present and future. We occasionally refer interested readers to these books, as well as another
course book, Describing Language (Graddol et al., 1994), for further discussion of topics touched on here.

Most of the core team who have contributed to Learning English live and work in Britain: this undoubtedly affects
the research we draw on and the aspects of language learning, and educational policies and practices, that we
discuss. Through the readings attached to each chapter, however, we have tried to introduce different voices and
different perspectives into the debate. We have also tried to make the book accessible to readers from different
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. We hope that, whatever interests and experiences readers bring to the book,
they will feel able to enter into a critical debate with all of the contributors.

Features of each chapter include:
e activities: these provide guidance on the readings or suggestions for tasks to stimulate further understanding or
analysis of the material:
e boxed text: boxes contain illustrative material or definitions or alternative viewpoints;

e marginal notes: these usually refer the reader to further discussion in other parts of the book, or to other books
in the series, or to Describing Language; where necessary, they are also added to explain conventions used in the
text;

e key terms: key terms in each chapter are set in bold type at the point where they are explained; the terms also
appear in bold in the index so that they are easy to find in the chapters.

< previous page page 4 next page >



Page 5

1

ENGLISH AS A FIRST LANGUAGE

Dennis Bancroft

Source: Lieven, 1994, pp. 56-9.

Source: BARTON and TOMASELLO, 1994, pp. 131-4.

1.1 INTRODUCTION

What does it mean to learn a language such as English? The task is such an ordinary one that it's easy to forget it's
also quite a remarkable achievement. David Crystal (1995) outlines the knowledge that young language learners
need to acquire in order to speak English:

e The 20 or so vowels and 24 or so consonants of a spoken dialect of the language, and over 300 ways of
combining these sounds into sequences (such as /s+k+r/ into scream, and /m+p+s/ into jumps).

e A vocabulary which can evidently reach 50,000 or more active words, and a passive ability to understand about
half as many again.

» At least a thousand aspects of grammatical construction, dealing with all the rules—some very general, some very
specific—governing sentence and word information.

» Several hundred ways of using the prosodic features of pitch, loudness, speed, and rhythm, along with other tones
of voice, to convey meaning: ‘it's not what you say, it's the way that you say it'.

e An uncertain (but large) number of rules governing the ways in which sentences can be combined into spoken
discourse, both in monologue and dialogue.

e An uncertain (but very large) number of conventions governing the ways in which varieties of the language differ,
so that the linguistic consequences of region, gender, class, occupation, and other such factors can be assimilated.

e An uncertain (but even larger) number of strategies governing the ways in which all the above rules can be bent
or broken in order to achieve special effects, such as in jokes and poems.

(Crystal, 1995, p. 426)

What is all the more remarkable is the speed with which such knowledge is acquired. Crystal comments that by the
time they attend their first school ‘most children...give the impression of having assimilated at least three-quarters of
all the grammar there is to learn’ (1995, p. 428).

This chapter describes the development of young children’s ability to speak English and considers how this
development is influenced by specific linguistic and cultural factors. The particular perspective on language
development that | take in this chapter is this: when young children acquire English, or any other language, they are
acquiring a tool for social action. They learn language in social situations where they, and other people, are trying to
get things done. Consider, for example, the case of Susie, recorded at the age of 4 years 7 months talking to her
babysitter (quoted in Crystal, 1986, pp. 9-10). What does Susie seem to have learned about English?
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Susie Oh, look, a crab. We seen—we were been to the seaside. ‘—’ indicates a pause.

Baby-sitter Have you?

Susie We saw cr—fishes and crabs. And we saw a jellyfish, and we had to bury it. And we—we did holding crabs,
and we—we holded him in by the spade.

Baby-sitter Did you?

Susie Yes, to kill them, so they won't bite our feet.

Baby-sitter Oh.

Susie If you stand on them, they hurt you, won't they.

Baby-sitter They would do. They’'d pinch you.

Susie You'd have to—and we put them under the sand, where the sea was. And they were going to the sea.
Baby-sitter Mhm.

Susie And we saw some shells. And we picked them up, and we heard the sea in them. And we saw a crab on a lid.
And we saw lots of crabs on the sea side. And | picked the—fishes up—no, the shells, and the feathers from the
birds.—And | saw a pig.

Baby-sitter Gosh, that was fun.

Susie Yes, and | know a story about pigs.

Baby-sitter Are you going to tell it to me?

Susie One—one day they went out to build their houses. One built it of straw, one built it of sticks, and one built it
of bricks. And he—the little busy brother knowed that in the woods there lived a big bad wolf, he need nothing else
but to catch little pigs. So, you know what, one day they went out—and—the wolf went slip slosh slip slosh went his
feet on the ground. Then—let me see, er—now | think—he said let me come in, you house of straw. And he said,
no no by my hair of my chinny-chin-chin, I will not let you come in. Then I'll huff, and I'll puff, and I'll puff, and I'll
blow your house down. So he huffed, and he puffed, and he puffed, and he puffed, and he blew the little straw
house all to pieces. Then away went the little brother to his brother’s house of sticks...

Susie is clearly a competent conversationalist, able to take turns, involve her interlocutor, respond to prompts and
guestions, etc. Crystal comments on her retelling of ‘The three little pigs’:

The story-line...comes from one of her favourite bed-time sagas, and she has evidently been a keen listener. She
reproduces several of its phrases very accurately—not only the wolf's words, but some of the story-teller’s style,
such as ‘Away went...” She also dramatizes the narrative—though you can'’t tell from the above transcription: ‘big bad
wolf’ is said with long, drawn-out vowels; and the huffing and puffing is accompanied by a great puffing out of the
cheeks, and an increased presence, as Susie draws herself up to her full height—all 42 inches of it. You can easily
tell, from her version, how her parents must have acted out the story.

On the other hand, this is definitely Susie’s story, not the book’s. If you compare her words with those of the
original, there are all kinds of partial correspondences, but hardly anything is repeated exactly as it was.
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For instance, the book does not begin with that opening line; the phrase the little busy brother isn’'t used there;
and she puffs far more than the wolf does. Susie may have learned the events of the story off by heart, and several
of its words and phrases, but it is largely her own grammar which is stringing them together. It is also very much
her style: at the time, the use of the you know what and let me see were definite ‘Susie-isms’.

As you can tell from the pauses and the rephrasings, Susie’s speech isn't perfectly fluent. It's rather jerky at times,
and sometimes it comes out in such a rush that it's difficult to follow. Her pronunciation, too, is somewhat immature
—she says [kwab] for crab, for instance, and [bwava] for brother. And she has the child-like preference for joining
sentences using and—the commonest linking word among children, from around age 3 onwards. She is also still
sorting out some points of grammar, especially in relation to the way verbs are used: she says knowed instead of
knew, we seen alongside we saw, we did hold[ing] instead of we held, and there is the interesting we were
been, with its confusion of tenses.

But the overwhelming impression we receive from the story, as from the whole dialogue, is one of great competence
and confidence.

(Crystal, 1986, pp. 10-11)

The linguist Michael Halliday (1973) was one of the first to develop an understanding of language development
based on analysis of the functions of utterances. In particular he introduced the valuable, but difficult, notion that a
functional approach to the development of meanings (i.e. looking at what children learn to do with language)
implies a social foundation for the development of language. This perspective is very influential among
developmental psycholinguists and it has informed the selection of materials in this chapter.

This seems to me to be a plausible start to our journey since it does not constrain us to an investigation of children
from the moment they begin to speak, but allows us to explore the possibility that the basis of later language
development rests in children’s early, preverbal, efforts to make their wishes known.
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The chapter has four main sections, dealing in turn with the development of the sounds of language, a child’s first
words, the beginnings of grammar and finally, as examples of sophisticated usage, the development of humour and
narrative skills. Each of these four sections includes some description, some analysis and, where possible, some
comparison with children learning a language other than English. The discussion of these four areas is illustrated by
examples. Where there are competing explanations, evidence is deployed to identify the most consistent
interpretation.
A great deal of research interest in language development in general, and English language development in
particular, has come from British and US psychologists. The participants in this research have often been children
and families whose first language is a (standard) variety of US English or British English. And when this field of
research was developing rapidly during the 1960s and 1970s, it was often the case that the participants in research
studies came from a rather restricted range of social and cultural backgrounds (for example, the children studied
were often those of researchers or other university personnel). The consequence is that care is needed in making
broad generalizations based on these findings, because they may be characteristic only of how English is acquired by
the children of particular social groups. You will see, however, that there are some (generally more recent) studies
which help overcome this problem, and allow us to identify those aspects of language development that are
specifically related to English and those that perhaps characterize early language development more generally.
Children’s acquisition of different varieties of English (including standard and nonstandard varieties) and bilingual
children’s learning of English alongside other languages are explored in the next chapter. Chapter 3 focuses on
children learning to read and write in English.
1.2 SOUNDS, EXCHANGES AND GAMES
English makes use of a wide range of sounds. Each of these sounds maybe stressed or unstressed and delivered in
one of a range of intonations according to the conventions of the particular variety of English being learned. A
flexible vocal system over which one has control seems to be an essential attribute of all spoken language users.
During the first year of life, infants produce a range of sounds and begin to indulge in vocal play. These sounds will
become closer and closer to the distinctive sounds, or phonemes, of their language community. Accordingly, this
section of the chapter describes how infants play with sound. | also discuss the utility of intonation as a device
which allows a considerable range of expression even with a limited (one-word) vocabulary.
Phonemes are the distinctive sounds of a language. The number of phonemes varies from one language to another,
and between different varieties of a language. For instance, Scots has a phoneme, the sound at the end of the word
loch, that is not found in most varieties of English. Children need to learn the set of phonemes that make up their
own language variety, as well as how these are pronounced.
For further discussion of the sounds of language, see Describing Language

(Graddol et al., 1994).
The section focuses on two questions about children’s early production of speech sounds.
1 Are the early sounds made by human infants universally the same? Or do the sounds produced vary with the
language community that the child is born into?
2 At what point in this early speech development is there a constructive role for the caregiver—the person (or
people) who cares for the infant and who therefore provides most of the child’s early social and linguistic contact?
The term ‘caregiver’ is widely used in the literature; the practice is therefore followed in this chapter.
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Before we address these questions we need to have some idea of the development of sound production by human
infants. Several, rather similar, descriptions have been made; the box below summarizes one by Rachel Stark
(1986).

Stages of vocal development

Stage 1: Reflexive crying and vegetative sounds
This is the first stage of sound production and occurs between birth and 8 weeks of age.

Stage 2: Cooing and laughter

From 8 to 20 weeks. Stark reports that these sounds are produced in comfortable states and in response to smiling
and talking by the caregiver.

Stage 3: Vocal play
From 16 to 30 weeks. Longer segments of sound are produced which contain variations in pitch and stress as well as
other aspects of sound control.

Stage 4: Reduplicated babbling
From 25 to 50 weeks. This is defined as a series of consonant-vowel syllables in which the consonant is the same in
every syllable—for example, dadadada or nahnahnah. Reduplicated babbling does not seem to be used in
communication with adults although it may be a part of imitation games towards the end of the first year
Stage 5: Non-reduplicated babbling
From around the end of the first year infants may produce vowel-consonant-vowel combinations or consonant-
vowel-consonant combinations. Within each series the components may vary Towards the end of this stage, stress
and intonation patterns can be imposed on the babbling which can give the babbling a language-like ‘feel’.
(Adapted from Stark, 1986, pp. 156-62)
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There are several points to note about this description. First, it is offered as a description of the development of all
children, regardless of language or culture. One might ask whether or not there is evidence from research on infants
in a wide variety of language communities to support this description. My own view is that such evidence as is
available does support it. Secondly, the list is a description of progressively increasing control by the infant over the
sound-making system. Such control is essential for a person to be able to make, consistently, the recognizable
sounds of a language. Thirdly, while each ‘stage’ corresponds to the appearance of a new form of vocalizing, the
previous form does not immediately disappear. Fourthly, the last stage in Stark’s description occurs just before the
infants’ early word production. Finally, the fact that the vocal development of infants invariably follows this pattern is
evidence that physiological maturation has an important role in speech development.

* * *

Activity 1.1 Playing with sound (Allow 5-10 minutes)

If you are able to enlist the aid of friends and family, do so; but this demonstration works quite well as a solo effort.
Choose one word, such as coffee or milk or cabbage, and try saying it to convey the following:

e pleasure;

e disgust;

e resignation;

* request.

Listen carefully to yourself or your friends while you do this task.

Comment

Here is an example of how it is possible to have a one-word vocabulary and yet be capable of a range of different
expressions. When infants acquire control over their sound-making equipment in the first months of life they are
taking control of a system which may be later used in just the way demonstrated here.

* * *

Are the early sounds made by children universally the same?

It is now time to return to the first of our questions, which was to ask whether the sounds made by human infants
are the same for all. That is, even if all children go through the stages of babbling as described by Stark (see box
above), do the particular sounds produced vary with the language community that the child is born into (in which
English, say, and/or any other language is spoken)? Any review of the research literature on early language
development will show that, despite the considerable effort which has been put into research in this field, there is no
clear agreement among researchers about the answer to this question.

Some researchers take a ‘universalist’ line and state that infants start life able to make all the possible speech sounds
that a human can make and then cease to make those sounds not found in the particular linguistic environment. In
complete contrast, others claim that infants begin with no ability to make sounds other than cries and rely on the
environment to provide sounds to learn and copy.

There are also some researchers who support neither of these views, and instead claim that the production of
speech sounds depends on a genetically determined
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programme which is the same for all human children, and that this takes place independently of the linguistic
environment provided by their own language community. And yet others uphold what is sometimes called the
‘attunement’ theory which states that infants start with a basic set of sounds common to all but then build up a
repertoire of other sounds found in their own particular environment.
In principle, the validity of each of these conflicting views ought to be testable through observational and
experimental research—that is, if suitable data of the sounds infants make were collected from children across a
range of different language communities it would be possible to evaluate the competing theoretical positions. But
one of the reasons why there is continuing disagreement is that various methods are used to analyse speech data
from young children. David Ingram (1989) has identified three methods.
For a fuller discussion of phonetic description of speech sounds, see Describing Language

(Graddol et al., 1994).
First, researchers may use the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) to transcribe children’s speech. The IPA consists
of a set of standard symbols into which the sounds of any language can be translated. This method works well for
describing the sounds of adult languages, but many of the sounds produced in the early months of life do not fit
easily into the IPA system, and so subtle differences between the sounds made by children may not be transcribed.
Much of the early theorizing about infant sound productions was based on phonetic transcriptions of this
problematical kind.
A second, more recently developed, analytic method uses spectrographic analysis. A spectrograph takes a sound
signal as its input and translates this to a visual image, termed a spectrogram. This method of representing sounds
IS more sensitive to subtle differences. Some researchers have used spectrographs to investigate particular sounds,
such as vowels, with infants as young as 4 months of age. However, as Ingram notes, spectrograms can be difficult
to interpret, especially those representing the sounds produced by very young infants. Researchers relying on
spectrographic analysis may also fail to see subtle differences between children from different language
backgrounds.
A third method, often used to compare children from different linguistic communities, has been to ask listeners to
make global judgements about the similarity of the sounds made by infants after listening to a series of tape
recordings (e.g. Atkinsen et al., 1970). In this case, however, great reliance is being placed on the subjective
judgements of listeners (often untrained listeners, such as parents).
In conclusion, then, it is difficult to answer the first of our questions with any confidence. Analysing and comparing
the sounds produced by young infants is difficult, and interpretations of the evidence differ.
It may help you to understand the nature of this kind of research if | describe one study in more detail. Andrea
Levitt and Jennifer Aydelot Utman (1992) conducted a longitudinal study (i.e. a study over a period of time) which
compared the sounds produced by one US English-speaking child and one French-speaking child. This study was
intended to identify some of the differences between the two languages. Recordings were made of these children at
5 months, 8 months, 11 months and 14 months. Levitt and Utman used both phonetic transcription and the
spectrograph in analysing their results.
The reason for comparing a child from a French-speaking community and a child from an English-speaking
community was that there are specific and known phonemic differences between the two languages, as well as
differences in terms of prosody (rhythm and intonation). For example, of the 21 vowel sounds in these varieties of
English and French, 8 are shared, 5 occur in English but not in French, and 8 occur in French but not in English.
These differences suggest that if the
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language environment has an influence on infant babbling then this influence might become apparent in the sounds
infants make. Alternatively, if children’s physical development is the main influence on the types of sounds produced,
then the sounds made by the two infants should be quite similar to each other.

The detailed findings of this study are quite complex; in summary, the analyses show evidence of similar
developmental patterns and of the influence of adult language.

The sounds produced by the infants were similar in terms of the range of consonants and vowel sounds they
produced and in terms of the kinds of consonant sounds they preferred. This similarity is consistent with the idea
that infants from different language communities pass through the same stages of phonological development.

But Levitt and Utman also report that effects specific to the language environment began to be identifiable within
the recordings made at 11 months. They observe:

Each infant’s phonetic inventory began to resemble that of the adult language both in composition and frequency, so
that over the course of time, the two infants’ phonetic inventories, in particular their consonantal inventories,
diverged.

(Levitt and Utman, 1992, pp. 46-7)

This finding, consistent with other evidence, points to language-specific influences becoming identifiable towards the
end of the first year of life—though the acquisition of the full set of phonemes of any variety of English takes very
much longer. On the basis of such research, then, a tentative answer to our first question would be that there is a
relationship between the language environment and a child’s early sound-making.

What is the role of a caregiver in early speech development?

We can now move on to consider our second question, which concerns the role of a child’s caregivers in influencing
the sounds made by the child. It has been the practice in much research in this area to focus on the pair, often
termed a dyad, consisting of the child and the child’s usual caregiver. A great deal of this research has been done in
western societies (e.g. the USA and UK) and in middle-class communities where the caregiver is usually the child’s
mother. In some English-speaking communities, children may also be cared for by other relatives; in fact it seems
that any motivated adult could fill the linguistic role assigned to the caregiver.

The sort of evidence described above points to a clear role for the other people with whom the infant has contact.
They provide, in speech addressed to the child and in speech to others, the language environment that the infant is
able to sample.

Providing experience of the sounds of a language is not the only service rendered to the infant. Many caregiving
routines like feeding and bathing give opportunities for predictable exchanges involving language. Even though
infants of this age cannot reply, adults and others speak to them as though they can and, by this means, introduce
them to a world in which language accompanies and complements most of our doings. One particular kind of
exchange between caregiver and child merits more detailed discussion. This is a very common game (sometimes
called ‘peek-a-boo0’) played between infant and caregiver in western cultures. The game has many variants but will
often involve an adult
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Note: in line with the conventions used elsewhere in this book, we show phonemes between slashes, /p/ etc. This

varies from the original article’s convention.

Learning English phonemes
To master English phonology the child must acquire many different sounds (henceforth phonemes), and one salient
characteristic of child phonology is that different phonemes are acquired at different rates. By the age of three
children tend to have mastered the vowels, and certain consonants such as plosives (e.g. /p, b/) and nasals (e.g.
/m, n/), but they may be in their seventh year before a few troublesome consonants such as the ‘th’ (/6/) in thing
and ‘ch’ (/tf/) in church are acquired. Children vary greatly with regard to the rate of acquisition of the different
phonemes. [Table 1.1] shows the progress of acquisition, and while the order and particular time schedules may
vary, it's unlikely that you will find a child who (for example) masters sh (/f/) before p (/p/).
Table 1.1 Acquisition of English phonemes

Phonemes Median age

p, b, m h, nw 1; 6 (years; months)
K, g,d, t 1 2; 0

f,y 2; 6

r,l,s 3; 0

tf,J 3; 6

Z, & 4; 0

S 4: 6

0 5,0

3 6; 0

(Aldridge, 1991, p. 15; adapted from Sanders, 1961, p. 62)

Avariety of factors determine the rate at which phonemes are mastered. Visibility is one such factor sounds produced
by visible movement such as front labial sounds like /p/ (where the lips are brought tightly together) are acquired
before invisible sounds produced at the back of the mouth like /k/. Another factor is complexity: some sounds are
harder to pronounce than others. For example, /t/ is a relatively easy phoneme to articulate since it involves only
one movement of the tongue with the alveolar ridge [just behind the top front teeth]; in contrast ch (tf) is a
complex phoneme involving two movements, where the tongue must come into contact with the alveolar ridge but
there must also be simultaneous contact of the tongue with the hard palate. Children are therefore likely to acquire
/t/ before /tf/. Similarly, single consonants will be mastered before consonant clusters, so we would anticipate that
the child will correctly articulate /r/ in red before /r/ in street

(Aldridge, 1991, p. 15)

attracting the infant’s attention and then ‘hiding’ their eyes behind a book or a hand or something similar. Then
follows a sort of dialogue in which the adult may say ‘Are you ready?’ to which the infant’s movements or
vocalizations are interpreted as a reply. The question-and-reply sequence is repeated several times until, with the
tension becoming almost unbearable, the adult removes the book or hand and says ‘Boo!'.
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| imagine this kind of interaction (if not exactly this form) will be familiar to most readers. There are several ways in
which the interaction is like many other kinds of conversation.

* It involves turn taking. It is not clear in the early months that infants intend to make a contribution but adults
interpret their behaviour as though they did.

e It is contingent—in other words, each person’s turn depends on the prior contribution of the partner.

e The partners share the same purpose and understand the sequence.

e It is pleasurable.

This sort of interaction therefore introduces young children to many of the formal characteristics of conversations a
long time before they are able to take part in conversations involving language. Of course, in the exchange | have
described it is clear that the caregiver is taking the major part and is interpreting the child’s behaviour. Psychologists
have studied how the responsibility for initiating the interaction develops over the first year or so; some findings of
that research are represented in Figure 1.1.

* * *

Activity 1.2 Interpretation (Allow 10 minutes)

Look carefully at Figure 1.1. Make notes to describe the main features of the changes over the first year of life that
the graph records. What does this imply for our understanding of the role of the child in development?

Comment

As you can see from Figure 1.1, until the child is about ten months old control over the game rests with the adult.
Then, after a brief period of child dominance, the responsibility becomes equally shared between caregiver and child.
It is tempting to think that this sort of ‘training’ makes a considerable contribution to the child’s understanding of

what it means to be a participant in a conversation.
* X% *
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Figure 1.1

Change of control with age over the first twelve months of a particular infant’s life (Adapted from
Bruner, 1978, p. 78)

But how universal is this kind of experience, for infants across the world? Remember that psychologists have often
collected data from children in their own and related communities (which, as | have said, are usually middle-class
communities in countries such as the UK and the USA). Reasoning that ‘children are children wherever they are’ the
psychologists have then commonly made an assumption that the processes they observe are a universal feature of
early language experience.

One of the common observations about the sort of speech addressed to children by adults, sometimes termed child
directed speech (CDS), is that it is different from the kind of speech addressed to other adults. Caregivers modify
their speech in various ways—for example, by giving it a higher pitch, exaggerated intonation and a slower delivery.
In fact, it sounds rather like the adult is speaking to a budgerigar! It has also been noted that older children modify
their speech to younger children in a roughly similar way. Observations of this kind are so common in western
literature that it has been suggested that this ‘motherese’ speech style plays an essential role in language
acquisition. However, if it could be shown that there are cultures where children develop their language successfully
and where these western observations do not hold true, then it could not be claimed that ‘motherese’ is essential
for language development. Relevant here is the work of Clifton Pye (1986), who describes some of the cultural
practices of the Quiché people of central America, who speak one of the indigenous Mayan languages. Pye found
that the Quiché caregivers do not modify their speech in the way that western caregivers do, and notes other
differences in the amount and kind of vocal interaction:
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The mothers are quick to interpret any movement or vocalisation as a signal to feed their babies, which they
accomplish without interrupting their own activities. Vocal interaction between infants and parents is minimal,
although there is some variation between parents in this regard. They certainly lack any concept of talking with their
children for the sake of stimulating their linguistic development....
| did not observe Quiché parents engaged in any special games with their children. When | asked them if they knew
of any games similar to nursery rhymes or finger games, they said they did not. Children five and over had a large
repertoire of games (marbles, string figures, football), but these were not played with younger children.
(Pye, 1986, pp. 86, 91)
Despite this cultural variation in parent-child interaction, Quiché children grow up to be perfectly fluent speakers of
their mother tongue.
Research by Shirley Brice Heath (1983), who has observed the language practices of parents and children in
different English-speaking communities in south-west USA, is also relevant here. She found that adults in black
working-class communities were less likely to use ‘baby talk’ in their interactions with young children.
It seems, then, that the exchanges often described as characteristic of caregivers and infants and the distinct vocal
style that the caregivers adopt are not a universal, or a necessary, feature of early language experience. However, it
is still possible that such language practices can contribute to language development without being essential to it.
* * *
Activity 1.3 (Reading A)
Now read ‘Language addressed to children: linguistic and cultural variations’ by Elena Lieven (Reading A). As you do,
note
e questions she finds of interest, and
» the way her questions relate to those which we have been addressing in this chapter.
Comment
Lieven extends our discussion by describing some of the methodological and other issues which face those interested
in this area. In particular, the reading outlines the contrasting poles of the theoretical debate concerning the
importance or otherwise of child directed speech. In addition, she refers to the wide range of environments in which
language is learned and reinforces the point that much of the research effort has occurred in a relatively small
number of cultures. One reason for an interest in the existence and role of ‘motherese’ or CDS is that if the language
addressed to young children can be shown to be structured in a consistent and helpful way and infants can be
shown to make use of this language, then we will have moved closer to understanding an aspect of the context of
language development. To the extent that cultural practices can be shown to vary, the argument for the importance
of CDS is challenged.
In Reading A Lieven uses the terms ‘dyadic’ and ‘polyadic’ to refer to different types of interaction between people.
As before, ‘dyadic’ refers to interactions or relationships involving two people; ‘polyadic’, by analogy, refers to more
than two people.

* * *
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In this section | have suggested the following:

e The sounds made by infants have cross-cultural similarities to begin with, but by the end of the first year
differences that depend on the specific language environment can be found.

e Infants are clearly sensitive to the language environment provided for them by their caregivers. However, from
cross-cultural data, much of caregiver activity may complement development without being essential to it.

e Much preverbal behaviour has conversation-like structure; well before language appears, children know about and
have experienced contingent turn taking and a shared focus of attention.

e Some language-related skills are developed very early in life, and can be used for communication in advance of the
development of other language skills. A good example here is intonation. Through the use of intonation, children can
greatly extend the range of meanings that can be conveyed using only a limited vocabulary.

1.3 WORDS AND THINGS

Our story so far takes us to the point at which an infant has control over a range of sounds and maybe using this
control selectively—that is, meaningfully. The infant may also have some experience of being a partner in social,
communicative interactions. The scene is set for the appearance of a child’s first word. But this raises the question of
what counts as a word. The first word produced by a child may resemble a word to be found in that child’s language
environment but, equally, it may not.

Children’s early words

At one level, a word is a sound or set of sounds produced consistently and with a consistent meaning. These sounds
must be recognized as having significance by at least one other person. In these circumstances, any sound produced
by an infant on
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Children’s early vocabulary development
We can say quite confidently that initially vocabulary development is slow, with children producing about 50 words in
the first eighteen months (they may understand five times as many). But from around 21 months a vocabulary
growth spurt occurs and during that period the child may acquire about 10 new words per week making the task of
word counting increasingly difficult Thus, rather than talking about the rate of vocabulary growth, it is perhaps more
interesting to examine the type of words that are first acquired.

[Listed below are] all the utterances produced by Dewi (19 months) in a twenty-minute recording of his spontaneous

speech.

Blue, book, that, see this, what that, look, blow, bubble, want, quack, drum, in there, down, here bubble, boot, no,

big, yeah, car, baby, dog, slide, coat.

These utterances are typically one-word structures, and the lexical items produced are short and concrete, that is to
say they denote physical objects (book, car), actions (look, blow), spatial relations (in, down), and attributes
(blue, big), whereas grammatical words such as determiners (the, a), pronouns (I, he) and modal verbs (can,

may) are systematically absent. Clearly, children’s early vocabularies contain words that pertain to things and
actions that are of immediate relevance to their lives. Why are these concrete words first acquired? Among the many
explanations which have been proposed, two points are of particular importance. Firstly, in the speech children hear
it is these concrete words which carry the stress, thus perhaps the acoustic salience of these items helps the child to
acquire them early. Secondly, the child’s main aim is to communicate, and it is precisely these concrete words which
carry meaning. For example, we can all understand the meaning of the word ‘dog’ or ‘run’ but what does ‘can’ or ‘@’
mean? Another example is the use of pronouns. Names are stable: ‘Jane’ is ‘Jane’ whoever is talking; in contrast, the
meaning of pronouns changes from speaker to speaker ‘a person who is you when | speak, becomes | when he
speaks!” Thus the child’s early vocabulary consists of concrete words, and it is only gradually, from around the age of
two years onwards, that abstract, grammatical words emerge.
(Aldridge, 1991, pp. 16, 17)

Linguists commonly distinguish between lexical (or ‘content’) items and grammatical items. This distinction is
discussed further in the second book of this series, Using English: from conversation to canon (Maybin and
Mercer (eds), 1996).

a regular and consistent basis and recognized by the child’s caregiver could be considered a word. These ‘words’

may be unrecognizable as words outside of the specific contexts created by a child and caregivers. Establishing the

idea of sound-tomeaning correspondence is an important breakthrough in developing language. This development
may have its roots in the development of sound control that | have already described. Once a child has started to
produce words a repertoire is accumulated, slowly at first but with increasing speed as the child grows.

Developmental psychologists, particularly those from English-speaking countries, have been very interested in

children’s accumulation of vocabulary and have used language records, among other things, to investigate aspects of

children’s understanding of language itself; to investigate children’s understanding of the meanings of the words they
use; and to study some of the factors which may contribute to language development. In this section | will look at
two issues. The first is the need to establish a description of early verbal development in terms of
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rate of acquisition and age of acquisition. The second issue concerns the role, if any, that caregivers have in the
development of vocabulary.

In what follows my focus will be on the role of the primary caregiver although of course it is the case that many
people may enjoy communicative exchanges with young children. The variety of these exchanges may have useful
consequences for a child’s language development by increasing the range of talk to which the child is exposed. For
example, Barton and Tomasello (1994) have described evidence which shows that (in US English-speaking families)
fathers’ speech to children, while structurally similar to that of mothers, is characterized by a different range of
pragmatic functions.

There have been many descriptive accounts of the acquisition of vocabulary, dating back to the work on the
acquisition of German by Otto Preyer in 1882 (an English translation appeared in 1889). The great majority of these
accounts, however, are based on studies of language acquisition in English-speaking communities. Except on points
of detail the accounts tally quite well, so here we consider the more recent account by Benedict (1979) which traces
the vocabulary development of eight children over a six-month period. This might seem a small number of children
to study, but the amount of data which an observational study of this kind can gather from just one child is
extremely large (Preyer’s account was of the development of a single child, his son Axel). Benedict chose a number
of children large enough to allow for individual variation and yet small enough to avoid being swamped by large
amounts of language data. Table 1.2 summarizes what Benedict found, regarding the children’s apparent ability to
comprehend words and to produce words, from when they were aged about 10 months until they were aged
about 1 year 9 months.
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Table 1.2
Mean age of acquisition (comprehension and production) of 20th, 30th, 40th and 50th words
Comprehension (no. of words) Mean age (years; months, days) Production (no. of words)
0 0; 10, 14
20 0; 11, 15
30 1; 0,3
40 1; 0, 19
50 1;1,5
1; 1,21 0
1; 3,6 20
1; 4, 14 30
1; 5, 16 40
1;9, 15 50

(Ingram, 1989, p. 142, Table 6.1; adapted from Benedict, 1979)

The last entry in the central column—1; 9, 15—indicates that the average age at which the children had a
production vocabulary of 50 words was at 1 year 9 months and 15 days.

* * *

Activity 1.4 Interpreting the data (Allow 10-15 minutes)

Look carefully at the information provided in Table 1.2. What is the relation between comprehension and production
indicated by these data? Is there a difference in the rate of acquisition between comprehension vocabulary and
production vocabulary?

Comment

One obvious interpretation is that the onset of comprehension is about four months in advance of production on
these figures. This is consistent with the general developmental phenomenon that perception advances before
production and the widely held parental view that infants understand more than they can say. The second point is
that, in this early stage of development, it takes longer to acquire words in production than it does in
comprehension. Before we leave these data we should note that averaging the data from eight children in the way
presented here can disguise individual differences between the children. Although there was a gap between
comprehension and production for all the children, the size of this gap varied considerably between individual
ghlld*ren.

Words in use

Having established something of the time and rate of vocabulary development, the next issue concerns the uses to
which these words are put. Katherine Nelson (1973) devised a set of semantic categories which has proved useful to
students of child language. She identified five categories of words.

1 Specific nominals. These words refer to one specific person or thing, e.g. ‘Daddy’.

ZbCISIeneraI nominals. These are words which refer to all members of a category as well as pronouns, e.g. ‘doggy’,
‘ball’.

3 Action words. These words accompany or elicit actions, e.g. ‘eat’, ‘give’.
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Overextensions and underextensions

A striking aspect of many children’s early vocabulary development is the way they overextend a word to refer to
objects that lie outside its normal range of application for adults. For example, a child might use the word doggy to
refer not only to all dogs but also to cows, horses, sheep and cats. The overextension of a particular word may last

for some months, but often it occurs only briefly before the child learns the correct names of the objects.

Furthermore, the child may overextend only some of his words; others will be used appropriately from the beginning.

The list of overextensions reproduced here is taken from early diary studies in which linguists kept a necond of

children’s words and the first referents of those words.

Child’s First Extensions Possible common
word referent property
bird sparrows cows, dogs, cats, any moving animal movement
mooi moon cakes, round marks on window, round shapes in books, tooling on leather shape
book covers, postmarks, letter O

fly fly specks of dirt, dust, all small insects, his own toes, crumbs, small toad size
koko cockerel  tunes played on violin, piano, accordion, phonograph, all music, merry-go- sound

crowing  round
wau-wau dogs all animals, toy dog, soft slippers, picture of old man in furs texture

In many cases it seems that the child has identified the meaning of the word with only one property of the object:
its shape or sound or size. He then uses the word to refer to all objects sharing that property. As the child learns
more words, he adds other defining properties to his word meanings to distinguish them from one another. When a
child who overextends doggy to all four-legged creatures comes to learn the word cow, he may add to the property
of four-leggedness the requirement that things called cow be relatively large and things called doggy relatively
small....

Whereas the overextensions of words are most noticeable in early language, children also underextend some words.
The word animal is typically applied only to mammals at first. Two-year-olds will deny that some birds, fish and
insects are animals or that people can also be called animals. In this sense the range of application of some early
words needs to be narrowed down, but the meaning of other words needs to be expanded in the child’s vocabulary
development.

(de Villiers and de Villiers, 1979, pp. 35-7, 40)

4 Modifiers. These words refer to properties or qualities, e.g. ‘hot’, ‘sticky’.

5 Personal social. These words express personal states and social relationships, e.g. ‘no’ and ‘bye, bye'.

Nelson’s study concerned an analysis of the parental diary records of eighteen children. This began when the

children were about 1 year old and continued until the 50th word had been produced. Nelson sorted the words

produced by the
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children into the five categories (plus a spare category for those words which did not fit into the system). In this way
she was able to quantify the children’s use of each of the five semantic categories of words.

Nelson found that there were two ‘styles’ of acquisition. The children were either what she termed ‘expressive’, in
that they used few general nominals but a considerable number of personal-social words; or ‘referential’, in that they
used large numbers of general nominals but few personal-social words. The explanations that might account for this
difference include the possibility that some children are naturally disposed to focus on naming rather than self-
expression; or, alternatively, that it is a matter of variation of parental input, with some parents concentrating on
naming and others focusing on self-expression. Nelson took the view that the former possibility was more likely since
she found that some children had a ‘style’ which was different in this respect from that of their parents.

| noted earlier that research has found that, in many (but not all) language communities, caregivers’ speech to
young children has some particular characteristics (a higher pitch, slower delivery etc.) which make it different from
the speech addressed to older children and to adults. Even though the use of such ‘baby talk’ is not universal, we
can ask if there is some relation between the speech style and content addressed to children and their language
development. We know that individual children vary in the rate at which they develop vocabularies. We know too
that children’s language and development appear to vary in a way which Nelson (1973) describes in terms of
expressive and referential styles of acquisition, and that this does not appear to be entirely determined by the
language style of a caregiver.

To conclude this section | turn to a couple of recent research studies which have addressed the question of the role
of (in these cases) maternal speech in early language development. The first of these reports considers the impact
of maternal speech on the rate and style of development while the second report looks at the relation between
maternal speech and children’s use of words.

June Hampson and Katherine Nelson (1993) have reported a study of 45 US English-speaking mothers and their
children. There were 24 female and 21 male children. Each family was visited when the children were aged 13 and
20 months; during these visits video recordings of the children and their mothers were made. The group of children
was divided in two ways. One of these was in terms of an expressive/referential distinction very similar to the one |
described in relation to Nelson’s earlier work. In addition, 36 of the children were placed into two groups of 18 on
the basis of their being ‘early’ or ‘late’ talkers. The basis for this separation was that ‘early’ talkers had a vocabulary
of at least 15 words on the first visit while the ‘late’ talkers had a maximum of 7 words. By making these divisions,
Hampson and Nelson were able to compare maternal speech to each group in order to identify any aspects of it
which assisted either the style (by comparing ‘expressive’ with ‘referential’ groups) or rate (by comparing early with
late talkers) of the children’s language development.

The recordings and other investigations made on each visit were analysed by the researchers who noted, among
other things, the number and kind of nouns produced by the children as well as the range of things that the mothers
referred to. In addition, the researchers noted the various functions of maternal speech, such as ‘requests for
information’, ‘requests for action’ and ‘statements’. Once this kind of data had been abstracted from the recordings,
Hampson and Nelson were able to make some comparison between the mothers of the various groups of children.
For example, when the children were 13 months old, they compared the
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talk of the mothers of the early talkers with that of the mothers of the late talkers during play activities. They found
that:

mothers of linguistically advanced children provided a higher percentage of descriptions and referential repetitions
than mothers of the later talkers. In contrast, mothers of the later talkers provided...more conversational devices and
a higher percentage of requests for action than mothers of earlier talkers...[The] earlier talkers were exposed to a
significantly higher percentage of nouns, object references and object nouns than the later talkers.

(Hampson and Nelson, 1993, p. 327)

When the children’s performance at 20 months was considered the researchers found that there were some aspects
of maternal speech that would predict the amount of speech a child had developed. However, one difficulty with this
study and many others is that we are not able to identify cause and effect. It may be that the speech of the mothers
of early talkers helped this development or it might be the case that these mothers adopted their speech patterns as
a result of having a child who was a rapid language learner. There is no evidence currently available which would
help us to choose between these two explanations.

The same problem of interpretation exists when we look at the relation between maternal speech and the speech
style (expressive vs. referential) adopted by the children. Hampson and Nelson did find that there were some
differences between the mothers of these two groups—for example in their use of nouns—although there were
many measures on which the mothers of the two groups were similar.

Hampson and Nelson’s study was valuable because it identified some of the different characteristics of maternal
speech and suggested possible links between those characteristics and the rate of children’s language development.
I want to conclude this section with a brief consideration of the uses that children make of words and the impact of
maternal speech on this usage. Here | am drawing on research by Barrett et al. (1991), who were working in the UK
They looked at the first ten words produced by each of four children growing up in English-speaking families, and
tried to determine the uses to which these words were put. This use was compared to the most frequent maternal
use of the same term. There are two points to make. First, there was a very close relationship between the child’s
first use and the child’s mother’s use of the words.

This finding suggests that linguistic input may play an important role in early lexical development, with children
deriving their initial use of a word from the most frequently occurring use which is modelled for them in their
environment.

(Barrett et al., 1991, p. 22)

Having pointed to this relationship between maternal and child speech these researchers went on to look at the
children’s subsequent usage of the same words. Here they found an interesting change. The children’s first use was
linked to the maternal example in the great majority of cases (92.5 per cent). In subsequent use this link was
greatly weakened, dropping to 58.6 per cent. This suggests that children rapidly move on from the support provided
by maternal speech and begin to deploy their new linguistic resources on the basis of their own understanding.

As with taking control of the turn-taking games described earlier, the phenomena described by Barrett et al. point to
the active nature of children in
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taking control of language. This active involvement in language will become more apparent as we move on to
consider children’s ability to assemble words into grammatical utterances.
| have made the following points in this section:
e First, | have suggested that infants’ first words in English may not be recognizable as words of the language, but
to count as ‘first words’ (rather than merely sounds) they must involve the systematic use of a sound (or sounds) to
convey meaning.
e Secondly, research has shown that in vocabulary development the ability to understand words precedes the ability
to produce words, although there is considerable variation between children in this respect.
| noted that although much psychological research has assumed that infants are invariably looked after by a
mother who talks to them in ‘motherese’, this is not a universal condition of learning to speak English. However,
research has shown that maternal speech to children is related to the speed and style of acquisition of English,
although children rapidly begin to deploy words to express their own meanings rather than those modelled for them.
1.4 STRINGING IT TOGETHER
In this section, I first describe the early stages of grammatical development; and then | discuss some of the factors
which contribute to that development. Some of what | say is relevant to children’s acquisition of any language; but |
also deal with the particular consequences of learning English rather than any other language.
I am using grammar in this section in the sense of descriptive grammar—that is, an attempt to describe the
structure and organization in a child’s speech which may or may not coincide with grammatical structures used by
adults. It follows from this that it is possible to write a grammar (that is, to describe the system) for any stage of a
child’s language development. We are not concerned here with much of the detail of such grammars, although the
term is used in what follows. The important point is that identifying and understanding a system that is being used
by a child can be very revealing about what that child understands.
Researchers studying children’s grammar have attempted to distinguish a series of developmental stages. Crystal, for
instance, identifies several stages running from infancy through to the teenage years (see box). Over the next few
pages | discuss children’s acquisition of grammatical items such as verb inflections (I eat, she eats); plural
markers (one cat, two cats); use of the possessive ‘s’ (Anne’s book); tense markers (I played); and auxiliary verbs
(is, do). | focus here on just two stages of early grammatical development which correspond closely to the second
and third of the stages in the box: a stage in which children use short utterances of two to three words containing
no grammatical markers; and the next stage, when children start to add these markers to the words they produce.
Descriptive grammars simply describe what is there. They have nothing to say about how people what counts as
‘correct’ should speak, or about English. For a discussion of different types of grammar, see Describing Language
(Graddol et al., 1994).
A point | made in section 1.1 is again relevant here: research evidence on language acquisition tends to come from
a restricted range of social and cultural backgrounds. Evidence of early grammatical development in English has
come mainly from speakers learning a standard variety of the language, in which all these markers are present.
Other varieties may mark plurality, possession, etc., differently, and children will have a different set of distinctions
to learn.
The first book in this series, English: history, diversity and change (Graddol et al. (eds), 1996), discusses
variation in English grammar. Chapter 2 in the present book discusses children’s development of a ‘repertoire’ of
different varieties and styles of English.
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Grammatical development

Grammar learning is a continuous process, but it is possible to spot certain types of development taking place at

certain stages, as children grow up in English.

e The earliest stage is hardly like grammar at all, as it consists of utterances which are just one word long, such as
Gone, Dada, Teddy, and Hi. About 60 percent of these words have a naming function, and about 20 percent
express an action. Most children go through this stage from about 12 to 18 months. It is often called a
holophrastic stage, because the children put the equivalent of a whole sentence into a single word.

e The next stage looks more like ‘real’ grammar, because two words are put together to make primitive sentence
structures. Cat jump or Cat jumping seem to express a Subject+Verb construction. Shut door seems to express a
Verb+ Object construction. Other sequences might be more difficult to interpret ([for instance], what could mummy
off mean...?), but on the whole we are left with the impression that, by the end of this stage (which typically lasts
from around 18 months until 2), children have learned several basic lessons about English word order.

e The next step is the ‘filling out’ of these simple sentence patterns—adding extra elements of clause structure...and
making the elements themselves more complex. The 3-element Daddy got car and the 4-element You go bed
now show this progress, as does (at a more advanced level) My Daddy put that car in the garage. To get to
this point, and to be able to ring the changes on it (such as by asking a question—Where daddy put the car?)
takes up much of the third year.

e At around 3 years, sentences become much longer, as children start stringing their clauses together to express
more complex thoughts and to tell simple stories. And is the word to listen out for at this stage... Other common
linking words at this stage are because (°'cos), so, then, when, if, and before. This stage takes six months or so
for the basic patterns of clause sequence to be established.

e This takes us towards the age of 4, when children typically do a great deal of ‘sorting out’ in their grammar. A child
aged 3%z might say Him gived the cheese to the mouses. By 4%2 most children can say He gave the cheese
to the mice. What they have done is learn the adult forms of the irregular noun and verb, and of the pronoun. As
there are several dozen irregular nouns and several hundred irregular verbs, and all kinds of other grammatical
irregularities to be sorted out, it is not surprising that it takes children the best part of a year to produce a level of
English where these ‘cute’ errors are conspicuous by their absence....

e And after 4v2? There are still features of grammar to be learned, such as the use of sentence-connecting
features...and complex patterns of subordination... The process will continue until the early teens, especially in
acquiring confident control over the grammar of the written language—at which point, the learning of grammar
becomes indistinguishable from the more general task of developing an adult personal style.

(Crystal, 1995, pp. 428-9)
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Plurality in English
Within any variety of English, aspects of grammar such as plurality and tense are marked in different ways. The
notion of morpheme is useful here. Morphemes may be defined as the minimal units of analysis of sentence and
word structure. A morphemic analysis would divide the word ‘cats’, for instance, into two morphemes: cat (a ‘free
morpheme’, which can stand alone); and s (the plural morpheme; this cannot stand alone, it needs to be ‘bound’ to
other morphemes: cats, dogs, horses, etc.).

We often think that, to make a word plural we ‘add an s’. But this applies only in the written language. The plural
morpheme takes different forms in spoken English: /s/ in cats; /z/ in dogs; and /1z/ in horses. Children need to
learn such differences. They also need to learn that plurality may sometimes be signalled by a change of form
(mouse becomes mice); or by no change at all (sheep stays as sheep). Young children often overextend their
use of the plural s, giving rise to terms such as sheeps.

See Describing Language (Graddol et al., 1994) for further discussion of morphemes.

At Crystal's second stage, children will not be using grammatical markers. Children at this stage will use nouns,
verbs and adjectives and also temporal adverbs (words like now, soon, etc.). The expression telegraphic speech
is often used to describe the language of children in this stage. All the detail and nicety are stripped away, leaving
the essential bones. It is also reported that children’s imitation of adult speech has this telegraphic character; for
example, asking a child to repeat ‘I am playing with the dogs’ is likely to be met with ‘I play dog'.
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This example of selective imitation is more than just an instance of telegraphic speech. The sentence ‘I am playing
with the dogs’ contains six words and includes the plural ‘s’ marker (after dog) and the progressive ‘ing’ ending (to
the main verb play). All these refinements are stripped away in the child’s imitation. There is also the intriguing
guestion of why these three particular words appear in the child’s reply, apart from the fact that only one of them
— I—appears in the adult’s sentence. Perhaps you might argue that a child of this age has some memory limit that
means only three words can be retained. If this is the case, why does the child not remember just the first three
words?—or the last three? The child’s answer supports the view that the child is able to scan the whole sentence
and to abstract the crucial elements. The child evidently has this ability even though unable to duplicate the
production of the sentence.
A conversation
Naomi (N) at 22%2 months is in discussion with her mother about a storybook that they have just been reading.
Notice here that, as often happens in such conversations, Naomi’'s mother (M) expands her daughter’s telegraphic
utterances. (Although the examples here are of a child at stage 2, in fact Naomi was already using the progressive
‘ing’ form and the plural ‘s’ and so was moving into stage 3.)

M | go fast asleep
N Fast asleep
M Yes he’s fast asleep isn’'t he? What's he got in his bed with him?
N Elephant
M An elephant yes and what’s this here?
N Teddy bear
Any record of children in the second of Crystal’s stages is likely to contain examples of the following kind:
Allgone sticky; baby drink; look elephant; a more water
The point to note about these examples is that they do not appear to be the kind of utterances that the children will
have heard an adult say. If this is so, then these utterances cannot be said to be ‘imitations’. The meaning of such
examples will be clear enough in context, so they can be described as novel and successful utterances.
The evidence | have discussed is consistent with a view that, even at this early stage of language development,
children are being creative. Does this mean that there is no role for imitation as a means whereby children gain
access to language? The answer has to be a guarded ‘no’. Almost all parents will have heard their children use
parental expressions complete with intonation—for example, Shall we go upstairs? (This can be embarrassing
when the expression imitated reveals an aspect of one’s verbal style that one might wish to hide!) Clearly children do
imitate and equally clearly adults often think that this imitation is a primary route into language. The evidence from
children’s creative use of language allows us to see imitation as only part of the process.
There have been attempts to map formal grammatical structures on to children’s early two-word utterances.
However, a purely structural analysis of decontextualized utterances may not do justice to children’s linguistic
sophistication. There is a much used example in the literature which comes from the work of Lois Bloom (1973). The
child that Bloom describes used the expression
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‘mommy sock’ on two separate occasions. On one of these occasions the utterance was produced as the child’s

mother was putting a sock on the child. On the other occasion, the child had picked up one of her mother’s socks.
The child used the same simple construction on each occasion, but for rather different purposes. The uses seem to
have been, first, to indicate both the mother’s role as the person fitting the sock to the child and, secondly, to
indicate the ownership of her mother’s sock. This shows us that to understand the extent of a child’'s communicative
competence we need to have access to the contexts in which utterances are used.
Some meanings attributed to telegraphic speech
English-speaking children express a limited range of meanings in their first sentences. They talk about actions, what
happened to what and who does what:
Me fall.
Bump table.
Car go vroom!
They are concerned, not to say obsessed, with the relationship of possession:
My teddy.
Mommy hat.
Daddy hair.
Equally prevalent is the relationship of location:
Cup in box.
Car garage.
Mommy outside.
Among other early meanings that find frequent expression at this stage are recurrence:
More milk
Tickle again.
nomination, or labelling:
That Teddy.
This steamroller.
and nonexistence:
Beads all gone.
No more soup.
Comparatively rare in the earliest word combinations, but still occasionally expressed, are relations involving
experiences that are not actions:
See that
Listen clock.
and relations involving states:
Have coat.
Daddy [is a] policeman.
Children learning many different languages, among them Samoan, German, French, Hebrew, Luo (in Kenya), and
Russian, seem to encode the same limited set of meanings in their first sentences. This lends credence to the notion
that the meanings depend on, and are restricted by, the two-year-old’s understanding of the world.
(de Villiers and de Villiers, 1979, pp. 48-50)
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The English tense and aspect systems are closely related. Tense refers to the location of an event in time with
respect to the moment of speech—contrast the ‘present tense’ I eat and the ‘past tense’ I ate. Aspect refers to
the duration or type of temporal activity denoted—e.g. I run vs. I am running. The first book in this series,
English: history, diversity and change (Graddol et al. (eds), 1996), discusses variation in English tense and
aspect systems.
The rate of language development varies from child to child, but we can say that a new stage has arrived when the
child begins to use any of the grammatical items that were so obviously absent before. The appearance of tense
and aspect markers in English has been a rich source of material for those interested in the development of
children’s understanding of concepts of time and, more importantly, for those interested in language development
itself.
The sequence of development of the Standard English tense and aspect systems, which seems consistent over a
range of longitudinal studies, is as follows:
1 At first there are no tense or aspect inflections, such as the progressive ‘ing’ suffix (e.g. he’s playing), past tense
inflections on regular verbs (e.g. she played) or the use of irregular past tense forms (e.g. she slept).
2 First to appear on the scene are the past tense forms of irregular verbs. For example, one might find both sleep
and slept in a child’s language. Both of these forms will appear to be used appropriately.
3 At some later point in development the past tense forms of regular verbs appear.
4 From this moment on, it is reported that all references to the past will use verbs with a past tense inflection, even
those irregular verbs which had been in the child’s vocabulary before this time. So, for example, slept becomes
sleeped.
Actually the picture seems to be more complex than this, with appropriate and inappropriate usage coexisting for
some time before adult usage is established. In any case there is some evidence from my own work (Bancroft, 1985)
that children are able to locate events in time using language well before they use the Standard English system of
verb inflections. There are, in fact, several means available to a speaker of English to refer to the temporal location
of an event, including temporal adverbs like before, after and soon. Some of these alternative means are used by
children among their earliest vocabularies. It seems that temporal reference is achieved by locating the event
referred to and, then, having established that this knowledge is shared, the use of the ‘present tense’ becomes
adequate.
An explanation consistent with the description of the development of the grammatical tense and aspect systems is
that when children begin to use, for instance, irregular past tense forms, these are treated as though they were new
words and not particularly related to the present tense form. When children begin to use regular past tense
inflections, they have discovered that it is possible to make a great number of past tense forms by this simple
addition. The children, however, do not realize the existence of exceptions to the rule and thus we see the use of
inflections after irregular verbs as well. This gives rise to the widely noted child creations such as comed, goed and
holded.
The crucial point is that this language behaviour is consistent with the idea that children are trying to discover the
rules of language. The rule systems they try out are sensible and plausible but they are not the rule systems of
adult English. The business of discovering or generating rules is a much more sophisticated activity than the rote
learning of new words and expressions. Children who produce comed and goed are making creative use of the
rules they have learned, rather than copying what they hear adults saying.
There are languages unrelated to English, for example Mandarin Chinese and British Sign Language, as well as
English-related Creoles, and nonstandard varieties of English, which do not use verb inflections in the way that
Standard English does to signal the temporal location of an event. In some cases, locating
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an event in time seems to be achieved in a manner similar to that found in the language of children learning
English. There are other languages, for example French and Russian—and, in fact, Old English—which have a more
elaborate inflectional system. In short, there are various solutions to the problem of locating an event in time using
language. These alternatives may have some impact on speakers’ concepts of time although this is not established.
Perhaps it is more likely that the various grammatical solutions to the problems of such things as temporal reference
or plurality may differ in complexity as far as the learner is concerned. This, in turn, may affect the length of time
needed to acquire particular aspects of language.

| have covered the following points in this section:

e When children first begin to assemble words to make more complex utterances, the structure of these utterances
can tell us something about their developing understanding of the English language.

e It is possible to divide language development into (approximate) stages. Using examples of early language
development in speakers of Standard English I distinguished between a stage in which children produce utterances
that use no grammatical markers, and the next stage in which they begin to do so.

e An important characteristic of children’s early grammatical development is its creativity. Children produce, in a
systematic way, utterances they have not heard in their environment. They must, therefore, be active agents in the
development of language.

« Different languages and language varieties may use different linguistic solutions to the various problems of
reference. These different solutions can pose problems for learners, with some taking longer to acquire than others.
In some cases the English solution seems the simpler; in other cases it is the more complex.

1.5 LATER LANGUAGE, NARRATIVES AND JOKES

Much of the psycholinguistic research effort investigating language development has concentrated upon the,
admittedly interesting, early stages. Indeed, it is sometimes thought to be the case that nearly all the problems
facing the language learner have been solved by the time the child is four or five years old. While my own focus so
far in this chapter has been on early development, | have also indicated ways in which language development
continues in older children.

It is obviously the case that children’s vocabulary greatly increases during their school years; indeed, this
development is part of a process that never really stops. Adults can have the experience of learning new words,
although the rate at which this happens is very much slower than for children in school. Similarly, children develop
their grammatical skills, producing more complex constructions as they hear them used by others or come across
them in books, magazines, etc.

In addition to these developments, children have to learn more of the skills needed to maintain a conversation, to be
aware of their partner’s progress in understanding the communication, and to be able to repair it if it breaks down.
In other words, to be an effective communicator a person needs to know much about language but also much about
other people and the things that they know and understand. In this section we look at some of the other skills
children need to develop in order to become effective communicators beyond the skills of being able to take turns in
conversations (as described earlier).
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In the next reading, Barton and Tomasello describe research on the social context of language development. The
reading is a short extract from a chapter in which they develop the theme that children need to expand their range
of conversational partners in order to become more effective communicators.

* * *

Activity 1.5 (Reading B)

Now read ‘The child’s expanding social world’ by Michelle G.Barton and Michael Tomasello (Reading B). As you do
so, consider the following questions.

« What skills beyond those of producing language do children need to acquire in order to take part in conversations?
e What reasons do Barton and Tomasello give to support their view that some family members are typically better
than others at engaging children in conversations?

* X% *

In order to explore further some of the issues raised by Barton and Tomasello, | focus next on research which has
investigated the development of the skills needed to maintain a dialogue and to tell stories. | conclude with a brief
look at some work on the nature and development of children’s ability to make jokes.

Introducing new information

Anne Anderson and her colleagues, working in Glasgow, have investigated one particular aspect of communicative
skill, that of introducing new information into a dialogue (Anderson et al., 1991). This is illustrative of the kind of skill
we are discussing. In their study 85 pairs of children aged between 7 and 13 years were given a map-reading task.
Pairs of children sat at a desk with a small screen between them, each having a map. The maps were quite similar
but not identical, and one of them had a ‘safe’ route through various dangers while the other did not. The child
whose map had the safe route on it had to pass this information to their partner. Giving all the children the same
task in this way allowed a more
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direct comparison between their dialogue styles on this particular task than would have been possible through
informal observation. The conversations of the children were recorded and transcribed and then analysed in terms of
the ways in which new information was introduced.
The researchers’ major interest was in the extent to which new information was introduced in a question form as
opposed to a statement. The use of the question form (e.g. Have you got a palm beach?) checks up on what the
listener knows in a way which the statement version (e.g. It’s by the palm beach) does not.
There were two major outcomes from this study, one concerning the speakers and one concerning the listeners. This
last is important since we should not forget that effective listening is itself a conversational skill. In the study, the
younger children used question introductions much less than did the older children.
It seems as if children only become fully aware of the INTERACTIONAL aspects of successful communication as they
grow older. Young speakers behave as if the prime responsibility for introducing entities in the dialogue is theirs, with
the listener’s task being to interpret their messages. They rather infrequently directly seek their listener’s
involvement by checking on his or her knowledge state and hence on his or her ability to interpret what is being
said.
(Anderson et al., 1991, p. 682)
With respect to listener behaviour, Anderson and her colleagues found that the introduction of new information by
using a question form was the most effective means of eliciting useful listener response with children of all the ages
studied. Introducing information in the form of a statement resulted in effective responses only from children of 12
years and older. Although rather beyond the scope of this chapter, we should note that these findings have
implications for both educationalists and parents.
Telling a good story
Studies like that of Anderson et al. allow us a glimpse of the development of conversational strategies and the
development of increasing sensitivity to the needs of listeners. Rather different skills are needed to tell a good story
in addition to those involved in making sure your listener is following you. To tell a good story one needs to be able
to organize material in such a way as to preserve a sequence, explain motives and purposes, and maintain the
interest of the listener. Children developing storytelling and narrative skills will need to learn a set of conventions,
which may differ between different English-speaking communities.

The ways narrative in English is used in various cultures is dealt with in the second book of this series, Using

English: from conversation to canon
(Maybin and Mercer (eds), 1996).

* * *
Activity 1.7 Just joking? (Allow about 10—15 minutes)
This joke was told to a friend by my daughter Anna, who was 12 years old at the time.
A man was running to catch a moving bus but when he got there the conductor refused him entrance and he was...
he fell off the bus and was run over by a car. The conductor was taken to court on trial for murder and was
sentenced to be electrocuted. And the day when he was electrocuted his last request was a bowl of mashed bananas
and milk...and he sa...and he had this bowl of mashed bananas and milk and then they switched the current on and
it didn’t work, so they tried again and again the last request was a bowl of mashed bananas and milk. And they put
a
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higher current on that time but it still didn't work and the third time... after the third time it's meant to be you have
to free the prisoner. And so they tried again and the last request was again a bowl of bananas and milk. And it still
didn’'t work even though they switched the power up. And the con...and they asked the conductor how he did it and
the conductor said maybe it's just because I'm a bad conductor!
What is the crucial item of information about the English language that Anna was relying on her listener to know, in
order for the joke to be successful?
Comment
The joke is constructed so that listeners are likely to think that the condemned man’s choice of food was related to
the malfunctioning of the electric chair. But for the punchline to be effective, it is of course crucial that listeners are
aware of the alternative uses in English for the term ‘conductor’, so that they would recognize they have been
misled. (You might also need to know that your friendship was strong enough to survive after inflicting this grievous
‘joke’ upon your friend!)
* * *
We can use Anna’s joke to consider some aspects of effective communication, in relation to specific audiences.
When we tell jokes we are often intending to amuse or surprise by manipulating our listener’'s expectations in a way
which makes the punchline a violation of those expectations. Jokes are a special case involving an element of
misleading information. More often in dialogues and in narratives, speakers are at pains to ensure that their listeners
do not misunderstand or get lost. In order to do this speakers need to be aware of what their listeners know on the
basis of the story so far, and what they can be expected to know on the basis of their sharing the same cultural
knowledge as the speaker. As well as this knowledge, speakers need to be able to use a range of linguistic devices
for developing stories and dialogues in a way that ensures their listeners’ continued understanding.
The ability to tell jokes is an extremely sophisticated form of verbal behaviour requiring, as we have seen, both
knowledge of language and the ability to identify and manipulate the mental state of another person. Joke making,
as with other aspects of language that we have considered, seems to have its roots in very early exchanges
between child and caregiver. Dianne Morgan (1981) has reported a study of the development of joke making by her
own daughter Kelly. Playing with language demonstrates both developing language skills and the development of
metalinguistic ability, which refers to the ability to think about and reflect on language itself. The ability to reflect
on language is a more sophisticated one than the ability to produce language.

Horgan's original article is reprinted in Child Language: a reader (Franklin and Barten (eds), 1988). The page

references given here are from this reprint.

Horgan describes Kelly’s joking in terms of a four-stage progression. As each new stage appeared it was added to
the preceding stage and did not replace it. The first stage involved the deliberate violation of semantic categories.
For example, when Kelly was 16 months and had a vocabulary of about 20 words she added the word shoe to her
list. Horgan reports: ‘Several days later, she put her foot through the armhole of a nightgown, saying Shoe,
accompanied by shrieks of laughter’ (1981, pp. 343-4). In Horgan’s view semantic violations of this kind can be a
very useful device for a language learner to explore the boundaries of the concept represented by the word.
Horgan’s second category of joking consists of games based on phonetic patterns. For example, at 20 months, Kelly
said, ‘Cow go moo. Mommy go mamoo. Daddy go dadoo. Ha ha.’ (p. 344). In Horgan’s view, the child must
have begun to
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treat the sounds of a word as ‘arbitrary symbols for the objects and not as essential properties of the objects’ (p.
346) in order that she is able to ‘bend’ the sounds to make a rhyme or fit into a regular pattern. You may recall an
aspect of my earlier discussion at this point: in the early stages of development children seem to be developing a
mastery of their ability to make sounds which are recognizable parts of their language.

The third kind of joke described by Horgan appeared in her daughter’s speech early in the third year. Kelly produced
a more sophisticated version of the earlier humour by introducing new words into established sequences. The new
words were related in some way to the words that had been replaced. For example, Kelly produced ‘Little Bo
People had lost her steeple’ (p. 344). In this case the syntax is preserved and the introduced words are real
words and make (a sort of) sense.

Rather later in the third year, Kelly began to produce jokes which had a regular discourse format. This form was
something like that of a riddle although her parents reported that Kelly had never heard a riddle. For example:

K How do aspirins make?

M Huh?

K How do aspirins make?

M | dunno, how do aspirins make?

K They make you feel better.

(Horgan, 1981, pp. 345-6)

By the end of the third year Kelly was able to make up jokes which still retained this format although they were also
used to set up a linguistically misleading context. For example:

K Mommy, do you love me?

M Yes.

K Do you love me to HIT you? Ha, hal

and

K Do we kick Mary?

M No, we don’t kick Mary!

K Do we kick Jennifer?

M No, we don’t kick Jennifer!

K Do we kick the swimming pool?

M No, we don’t kick the swimming pool!

K We kick IN the swimming pool. Ha, hal

(Horgan, 1981, p. 346)

The purpose of describing these jokes is first to illustrate how children become able to manipulate the English
language in order to achieve surprise and amusement, and secondly to show how learning to use English creatively
in this way depends in part on the learning of certain conventional discourse structures or formats.

When children begin to go to school they already know something of the potential of language to amuse—however,
there is still much to learn. Young children may know the purpose and structure of a joke form without a complete
understanding of its semantics. For example:

Knock knock

Who's there?

James.
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James who?

James Bond.

In this case the form of the joke is known (as is the expectation of mirth) but it does not have any of the
manipulation of sound or semantic similarities which are needed in the joke proper.

As children become a little more aware of jokes the humour becomes more apparent although the joker may feel the
need to explain the joke, not being sure that the listener has understood. For example, the following was collected
by a colleague of mine:

What do you get if you cross a kangaroo and a sheep?

| don’'t know.

A woolly jumper!

[Pause] the because the sheep gives the wool and the kangaroo is the jumper.

In summary, the development of joking is an area where the development of linguistic skill and social awareness are
very closely entwined. In order to be amusing, children deploy their knowledge of language, of its sounds and
meanings, in concert with their understanding of other people. In a rather similar way, dialogue and narrative skills
depend on an awareness of what listeners know or can be expected to deduce.

| have covered the following points in this section:

e There is more to becoming an effective communicator in English (or any other language) than learning how to
produce the language. For example, an essential requirement is the development of a sensitivity to what a listener
knows.

e Sensitivity to the needs of listeners affects how new information should be introduced within a dialogue. Some
ways of doing this are more effective than others. By the time they are about 13 years, children can deploy these
more effective means.

e The developing ability to make jokes is particularly revealing of children’s ability to manipulate language and of
their awareness of the communicative needs of their audience.

1.6 CONCLUSION

In this chapter | have traced something of the developmental history of children learning English as their first
language. | have tried to describe the essence of what is learned during each phase of development, from the
earliest stages of babbling through to the early development of grammar and up to the creative use of certain
discourse structures (as in the telling of jokes). Throughout the chapter | have drawn attention to the contexts in
which children are using and learning English, and to the role of other people (parents and other caregivers) in
children’s language development.

Although I have focused on the acquisition of English, | have also tried to indicate something of the variety that
exists in human language learning by pointing to some significant ways that children’s early language experience can
differ according to the language and culture of their homes and communities. The following chapter continues and
extends this discussion, examining children’s learning of different varieties of English, and English alongside other
languages in bi- and multilingual communities.
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Reading A LANGUAGE ADDRESSED TO CHILDREN: LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL ASPECTS

Elena V.M.Lieven

This reading is a brief extract from a much longer chapter on crosslinguistic and crosscultural aspects
of language addressed to children. In the chapter as a whole, Elena Lieven reviews evidence on the
importance of child directed speech for language learning; the role of conversational partners such as
brothers and sisters, and other children; and the extent to which adults explicitly teach appropriate
language to their children. As the reading makes clear, comparisons between children from different
linguistic and cultural backgrounds serve as a test of theories of language learning. Useful further
reading on this topic can be found in Lieven’s chapter itself, and in one of the collections she cites,
Slobin (1985).

Just as systematic individual differences between children learning the same language have to be accounted for by
theories of language development, so differences between languages and between language-learning environments
will condition the claims of any theory of language development to universality. Our theories of how children learn
language are largely based on the acquisition of English by children from middle-class or upper-middle-class
environments in the United States or the United Kingdom. These need to be tested against studies of language
development in cultural settings other than those of the middle classes in advanced industrial societies and for
languages other than English.

There are two ‘straw positions’ which can be used to characterize the extremes in approach to crosscultural studies
of language development. First is the idea that child-centred ‘motherese’ is universal and therefore, ipso facto, of
central importance in children’s learning of language. The second is that there are cultures in which speech is never
addressed to language-learning children and that therefore it must be possible to learn to talk simply by listening to
adults talking to each other. Even if the empirical parts of these two positions were true, the conclusions drawn from
them need not be... Probably nobody subscribes fully to either position, but stated in this way they demonstrate why
looking at language development in a very wide range of cultures is an essential constraint on theory building.

The following questions [are of interest]:

1 What is the range of environments within which children learn to talk?

2 Do adults from other cultures and subcultures see themselves as adjusting their language to children and, if so, to
what purpose?

3 How, if at all, might these adjustments relate to the child’s task of learning language structure?

By ‘environment’, | mean the characteristics of the interpersonal surroundings within which young, language-learning
children spend their time. Is it dyadic or polyadic, mainly alone with the mother, with other adults, with siblings, with
a group of children? By ‘culture’ and ‘subculture’, I mean a community defining themselves or defined by others as
having a coherence of both living style and ideology. In referring to ‘our culture’ or ‘children from the type of
background usually studied’, I mean families from middle-class backgrounds in which one or both parents have post-
school education, living in urban and technologically advanced settings. All these terms are approximations and all
would give any self-
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respecting sociologist and anthropologist nightmares. Also, as already mentioned, children from the same
backgrounds can be significantly different in their approaches to learning language (Lieven, Pine and Dresner Barnes,
1992; Pine, 1994)...

Major methodological problems are involved in the comparison of language-learning studies crossculturally. Studies
of children learning English (and, to some extent, other languages originating in Europe) tend to have larger
numbers of subjects and to be conducted by developmental psychologists or psycholinguists. It is usually possible to
get some idea of the relative quantities of various types of talk by both adults and children; but they are often
almost completely unreflective about the culture within which the child is growing up, and this is particularly true of
the studies of children learning English. Studies of children from non-industrialized cultures and/or learning non-
Indo-European languages tend to pay much closer attention to the entire context in which children are learning to
talk, but they rarely take a quantitative approach. This is often because the researcher is a native English-speaker
observing the culture ‘from outside’ and also because s/he is more likely to be an anthropologist or cultural linguist.
In addition, there are all the dangers more generally associated with comparisons across cultures: for example, how
can we be sure that what look like similar behaviors are actually fulfilling the same functional role in the two
different cultures? These factors make it difficult to draw definitive conclusions, but they do generate material which
can make an important contribution to current debates in the field...

Theories of environmental influences on language learning have tended to be built upon the study of the mother-
infant dyad. In fact, of course, most children in the world grow up in polyadic situations. So while these children
spend little time in dyadic conversation with one adult, they spend a lot of time in one of the following situations:
with the mother and other siblings/children; with older children or others acting as caregivers; sitting around with a
group of adults and children. This is not only true of children in non-industrialized cultures; in many economically
advanced societies childcare arrangements may be less dependent on the mother staying at home with the children.
Thus Berman (1985) reports that Israeli children spend a good deal of time with other children and with caregivers
other than the mother. There are also subcultures within highly industrialized countries in which children spend the
day surrounded by other adults and children, sometimes with their mothers and sometimes not (see Heath’s 1983
study of the African-American ‘Trackton’ community, one of two rural working-class groups she studied in the
southern United States). More polyadic patterns of childcare are very typical of children raised in rural, economically
traditional societies. The children in Schieffelin’'s (1985) study of the Kaluli of Papua New Guinea spend their time
with their mothers and siblings, while Ochs (1985) reports that, among the Samoans, elder children are set to look
after the young child but usually in sight of the mother. Nwokah (1987), in her study of a rural Nigerian village,
reports that young children are looked after during the day by male or female ‘maids’ (eight- to twelve-year-old
children) while the mothers go to market or work in the house, and that these maids usually take the children to a
communal space in the village, largely frequented by children. Bavin (1992) also says that the Warlpiri-speaking
aboriginal children in her study spent their time in communal groups surrounded by other adults and children.

We know that all these children learn to talk and Slobin’s edited volumes (1985) describe the course of their
development. But we know considerably less about how to characterize the speech that they hear and how they
might make use
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of it. Studies of some of the cultures mentioned above state that there is little or no speech to infants until they
themselves start to talk. In other cultures adults do talk to children, but in ways normally regarded as unhelpful by
child language researchers (e.g. elicited imitations). Finally there are cultures in which, despite being very different
from those of the standard studies, adults appear to use something very like child-sensitive speech.
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Reading B THE CHILD’S EXPANDING SOCIAL WORLD

Michelle E.Barton and Michael Tomasello

Most Western middle-class children have mothers as primary caregivers. Most of these mothers converse with their
children in a particular way: they adapt their conversation to the child’'s competencies and needs, and they make
frequent attempts to solicit the child’s active participation in conversation from a very early age. They are able to do
this well because they know so much about their individual child’s knowledge, experiences, and language practices,
and because they are highly motivated to engage their child in interaction and to show off her/his particular skKills.
This style has been shown to be conducive to the child’s
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acquisition of a number of important linguistic skills. But by virtue of their high levels of knowledge and motivation,
mothers are also likely on many occasions to anticipate their child’s needs before they are linguistically expressed, to
fill in gaps in incomplete or poorly expressed child utterances, and to preempt the child’s participation in talking
about a difficult topic. The maternal style may thus not be as conducive to the child’s acquisition of some other
types of communicative skills.

If mothers were the only people infants needed to communicate with, interaction with them alone would be
sufficient for the child to become a communicatively competent member of her/his culture. There would develop a
variety of idiosyncratic communicative devices that would subserve their communication needs quite well, and the
need for devices more widely adapted socially would be minimal. But children do need to communicate with other
people, even those with whom they share few or no common experiences—and this is the point of language.
Language is a set of social conventions designed to facilitate communication with other persons who have acquired
the same linguistic conventions, whenever and wherever they may have done so. Natural languages are constructed
so that they do not depend on an extensive amount of shared knowledge or experience of particular events. For
example, what is expressed by a simple pointing may be expressed in other ways when the intended item, place, or
activity is not physically present, and there are grammatical devices for indicating who-did-what-to-whom in the
absence of a shared experience of the event as well. In a very interesting survey of several language groups and the
social structures they evolved in, Parisi (1983) in fact argues that obligatory grammatical devices are associated
precisely with those societies in which members must communicate with unknown interactants with unknown
backgrounds and habits, and there are even some languages in which grammatical marking is obligatory in those
contexts in which it is clear that the listener could not reconstruct the intended who-did-what-to-whom relations on
her/his own without marking. The problem for young children is that they are learning to communicate and acquiring
language as a means of communication all at the same time. New communicative partners are constantly presenting
them with new challenges that require them either to deploy their existing communicative skills in new ways, or else
to acquire new skills that will help them to meet these challenges effectively.

To be a competent communicator, then, the child must learn to communicate in user-unfriendly as well as user-
friendly environments, and this is where, on our hypothesis, fathers and siblings enter the picture. Fathers and
siblings are not necessary features of the language acquisition process—or else single-parent children and only
children would not acquire language normally, which they do. But if children are to communicate effectively with
adults and children they have never before encountered, it would be very helpful if they had first had some practice
with other adults and children with whom they have an affective bond and with whom they have a fair amount of
previous social experience. The data we have reviewed...support the view that both secondary caregiver fathers and
preschool-age siblings are less fluent conversational partners for young children than are primary caregiver mothers,
and hence provide the children with opportunities to modify their speech for a less familiar partner. In particular,
both fathers and siblings interact with nascent language learners such that, compared to mothers, they are:

1 less conversationally responsive, ignoring more often the child’s linguistic overtures;
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2 less conversationally supportive, providing the child with fewer conversation-maintaining devices such as questions
and turnabouts;

3 less conversationally competent with the child in the sense that they experience more breakdowns, fewer
successful repairs, and overall shorter conversations;

4 more directive of the topic of conversation and the child’s behavior.

Thus, as their social worlds expand during their toddler and preschool years, children receive important feedback
about their language skills from fathers and siblings who are familiar to them as interactants, but who on many
occasions genuinely do not understand them. Clearly, the communicative styles of both fathers and siblings require
the language-learning child to make adjustments and develop a variety of pragmatic skills. Although the outcomes of
these experiences remain speculations at this time, it is plausible to expect that fathers and siblings play different
roles in the infant’s communicative development. Fathers may encourage the development of more linguistic means
of communication (using language to serve a conventional referential function) via their lexically demanding style.
Siblings, on the other hand, might conceivably lead to the development of more social and pragmatic skills for
communication (using language to serve a social-regulatory or expressive function) via their directive style and the
competition for the caregiver’s attention they engender in the multi-child context. It is experiences such as these,
then, that are proposed to serve as bridges, each in its own way, to the child’s communication with other adults and
peers with whom the child has not already established familiar routines of communication.

We have really just begun to document the different kinds of linguistic experiences that children have outside the
mother-child context. There are as yet many unanswered questions, for example, possible differences between
primary and secondary caregiver fathers as conversational partners, the role of birth spacing in sibling-child
conversations, and the precise way that interactions with fathers and siblings might facilitate communication with
other types of linguistic partners. These would be difficult questions to answer even with the full battery of
experimental methods. But in the context of the real world, we must rely on the converging methods provided by
naturalistic studies of children’s linguistic interactions with different conversational partners, correlational studies that
relate what happens in these interactions to the child’s subsequent language skills or style, and experimental training
studies that investigate the effects of particular kinds of interactions. Synthesizing information from all of these types
of investigation will be necessary if we are to understand more thoroughly the various roles of the social-linguistic
environment in the child’s acquisition of communicative competence.
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2
ENGLISH IN THE REPERTOIRE
Barbara Mayor
This reading was specially commissioned for this book.
2.1 INTRODUCTION
In the previous chapter the focus was largely, but not exclusively, on children growing up in families and
communities where only English is spoken. In this chapter the canvas widens to include children learning to speak
English alongside other languages, as well as children learning to distinguish between several different varieties of
English—in other words any child with two or more distinct means of expression.
| begin the chapter looking at children growing up bilingual, who, at the same time as learning to distinguish English
from their other language or languages, also have to learn when it is appropriate to use the one or the other. I go
on to consider the extent to which some of the same factors may be at play for a monolingual speaker in learning
what it means to talk like, for example, a middleclass girl from Scotland or a working-class boy from Australia (i.e.
learning to use linguistic means to signal membership of social groups). This is far from being a matter of simple
determinism: | examine how we exercise personal linguistic choices in order to express our individual identities and
to achieve personal goals. And throughout the chapter | consider the available evidence for when and how these
various skills develop.

The theatrical metaphor here ties in with the concepts of roles and scripts, actors and audiences, which figure

prominently in studies of social interaction and are discussed more fully in the second book in this series, Using

English: from conversation to canon
(Maybin and Mercer (eds), 1996).

In our everyday lives we play a variety of social roles, and it is often through spoken language (or silence) that we
signal shifts in our social identity or relationship with others. Sometimes we unconsciously converge towards or
diverge from the speech patterns of others, either within or beyond our community; at other times we may make a
conscious choice to emulate or mimic another person or social group. This chapter explores how, as children and
young people, we develop such a repertoire of linguistic behaviour.
2.2 LANGUAGES FOR LIFE
* * *
Activity 2.1 (Allow 5-10 minutes)
Consider the following exchanges and try to identify what is actually happening between the participants. What role
do you think the English language—or a particular variety of English—is playing? What effect do you think the
speakers are trying to achieve?
Scene 1: The home of an ethnically Chinese family in Newcastle upon Tyne in the north-east of England.
Mother: Oy-m-oy faan a? Ah Ying a?
(Want some rice?)
Daughter: (no response)
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Mother: Chaaufaan a. Oy-m-oy?

(Fried rice. Want or not?)

Daughter: (after a 2 second pause) I'll have some shrimps.

(Li Wel, 1994, p. 86)

Scene 2: A youth club in an English south Midlands town.

I was standing behind the snack bar. Ishfaq [a 15-year-old British boy of Pakistani descent] came into the club soon
after it opened and in our first exchange of the evening, he came up to me at the counter and said in a strong
Panjabi accent: ‘Ben Rampton can | help you? Though it was me doing the serving, | sustained the joke and asked
for 20 Mojos (chews). Then in his ordinary voice he placed an order for 10 Refreshers [sweets].

(Rampton, 1996)

Scene 3: Outside a family home in New Zealand.

Father: Tea's ready Robbie.

(Robbie ignores him and carries on skateboarding.)

Father: Mr Robert Harris if you do not come in immediately there will be consequences which you will regret.
(Holmes, 1992, p. 47)

Comment

Here are my own conjectures about what may have been happening.

In the first extract it appears that the daughter is resisting the mother’s choice of language (Chinese) by responding
initially with silence. Her eventual response in English seems to be doing more than simply indicating a preference
for one food over another, but rather making a statement about how she relates to her mother and/or her mother’s
culture.

In the second extract Ishfag seems to be consciously mimicking a stereotype of British Asian English to role play a
kind of mock ‘colonial’ relationship with Ben Rampton (who is a white Englishman). He then reverts to his ‘ordinary’
voice to re-establish a more equal relationship.

In the final extract the father, having failed to achieve the desired outcome in informal language, opts to address
Robbie in a pseudo-legal register, in this case explicitly signalled by a formal term of address ‘Mr Robert Harris’.
Whether or not this was effective would depend not only on Robbie’s understanding of the words uttered, but also
on his reading of the double-edged message (i.e. this is only half a joke...).

In all three extracts, of course, it is possible that the participants may have intended something different from or
additional to what | have construed—it is conceivable for example that Robbie’s father may have been simply
sharing a joke about the speech style of an elderly friend of the family. The complex meanings of any social situation
may be lost on an observer, especially one relying only on a written transcript.

* * *
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Whether we consider ourselves monolingual in English or bilingual, in our interactions with others most of us have
access at any given time to a range of different language varieties to signal our shifting attitudes and identities.
Kamwangamalu has formulated this as three dilemmas which we face each time we open our mouths:
Who am 1?
How am | perceived by others?
How would | want to be perceived?
(Adapted from Kamwangamalu, 1992, p. 33)
A key question addressed in this chapter is how and at what age children and young people learn, alongside the
more formal aspects of language structure, to negotiate these aspects of their own identity and attitudes towards
others through the medium of English and other languages.
Growing up with English
Mine had been an English-speaking upbringing, my father had insisted on it, as that was the language that would
‘give us the world'. But here [at the elite Malay College] was the Malay world, and in all its diversity of regional
tones; Kelantanese in particular was a delight to the ear, but virtually incomprehensible. This being North Peak,
however, most of us from the rest of the country would soon shade into the particular patois of Northern Malay in
our speech, adopting with ease its rotund simplicities.

English remained, thankfully for me, the medium of our instruction, as it had been throughout our education so far.
But soon after | went home for the first term holidays, | overheard my father tell my mother, his voice thick with
disgust, ‘You hear the boy? He sounds like a Sayong Malay!” (Sayong being a decrepit little village buried amidst

banana groves across the river from Kuala Kangsar.)
| think he meant for me to overhear the exchange, rather than address the point directly to me. | think he
understood that the damage done to my speech was the result of a young boy’s effort to fit in with his peers in an
alien environment...

My niche was, what had seemed such a liability and embarrassment when 1 first got there, the English language. |
became a school debater and a fixture in the College magazine. English, for our generation, was an effortless
alternative language, yet there was still considerable respect for those of us most fluent in it. It set a certain seal on
the Malay College’s quality, that our English debating team could hold its own against those of the nation’s other
great schools, notwithstanding their more expansive resource of Chinese and Indian youth. For a mere Malay to
stand up and strut the oratorical boards, his argument prevailing, his eloguence and arrogance more than match for
those of his Worthy Opponents...there was some pride in that
...I held my own, helped my school satisfy its addiction for winning, and was as a result largely forgiven for my
cultural deficiencies as a Malay. Rehman (what kind of name is that? ‘Raymond’? You sure it's not a spelling mistake?
) might not have been able to extricate himself from the slightest literary tangle in Malay, but in English, ho, you
should have heard him! That guy could talk!

(Rashid, 1993, pp. 81, 84-5)

< previous page page 43 next page =



Page 44
‘Cooperative conversationalists’
As you have seen in Chapter 1, all babies, whatever the language or languages by which they are surrounded, begin
by learning what it is to communicate, and only gradually learn how to use human language to accomplish this. In
the words of Evelyn Hatch, ‘One learns how to do conversation, one learns how to interact verbally, and out of this
interaction syntactic structures are developed’ (Hatch, 1978, p. 404). So language acquisition is initially a matter of
learning the rules of social behaviour and only later a matter of learning the grammatical rules by which these are
realized. Even at the preverbal stage there are many ways in which the discourse patterns differ according to the
culture or cultures in which children are being brought up.
Some of these patterns will be specific to adult-child interaction itself. Suzanne Romaine (1984, p. 164) summarizes
a range of anthropological findings on different cultural attitudes to children’s talk, ranging from the Koreans, who
(like the Victorian Britons) reputedly stress silence as a part of good behaviour, to the Samoans who treat baby talk
as if it were a foreign language, to the Luo and Koya people of Kenya who are not responsive to the language
mistakes made by children but do give explicit instructions on the social appropriateness of speech. | would add to
this the British (and, to a lesser extent perhaps, the North Americans) who, to outsiders, appear obsessed with
inculcating the social rituals of Hello, Good-bye, Please and Thank-you. Susan Ervin-Tripp (1971, p. 34) reports
a child playing with a toy telephone and engaging in a rudimentary ‘conversation’ which consisted only of Hello,
fine, goodbye! Kenji Hakuta (1986, p. 112-3) quotes an entertaining example of an American infant who learned
to say Phew! as a greeting because it was the first thing her mother would say as she entered the room and caught
the smell of a dirty nappy [diaper].

u 5Bl 1 Ll e
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Social routines of family life
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It is often the social routines of language that we learn first. Anthea Fraser Gupta quotes the following example of a
typically Singaporean ‘checking sequence’ between a father and his daughter (aged 2 years 11 months). (Note the
use of the ‘pragmatic particles’ meh and a in the questions—an influence of Chinese languages on Singaporean
English.)

‘Aunty’ here is a general term used to refer to any adult female friend of the family.

Girl: Aunty wear red red one, the Aunty wear red shoes.

Father: Who wear red shoes?

Girl: Aunty.

Father: Aunty wore red shoes meh?

Girl: Red red.

Father: Red shoes a?

Girl Yes.

(Gupta, 1994, p. 81)

Contrast the following exchange between an American mother and her 5-year-old son:

Mother: How was school today? Did you go to assembly?

Son: Yes.

Mother: Did the preschoolers go to assembly?

Son: Yes.

Mother: Did you stay for the whole assembly or just part of it?

(Berko Gleason, 1973, p. 162)

Both children, in their different ways, are being exposed to what it means to carry on a conversation. Children are, to
guote Hatch (1978, p. 384) ‘cooperative conversationalists’. And, as we have established, language learning evolves
out of learning how to carry on conversations, rather than the other way round.

In certain contexts it is a matter of learning when not to speak as much as when to speak. The children of Trackton,
a poor black American community documented extensively by Shirley Brice Heath, were explicitly taught by adults to
be as ‘uncooperative’ as possible in conversation with strangers whose purposes in the community were not known
(Heath, 1982b, p. 115).

Heath’s study was concerned particularly with differing ‘literacy practices’ and is referred to again in the next
chapter. Literacy practices in English are also discussed in the second book in this series, Using English: from
conversation to canon (Maybin and Mercer (eds), 1996).

Communicative competence

In the 1960s the American theoretical linguist, Noam Chomsky (1965), drew a distinction between: linguistic
competence—the knowledge of the language system which the speakers of any language have (arguably in
differing degree), enabling them to distinguish utterances which are grammatical in the language from those which
are not; and linguistic performance—the frequently ungrammatical and/or imperfectly delivered actual utterances
of language in use. This distinction was soon challenged by the applied linguist, Del Hymes, on the grounds that
performance is itself rule governed, and that speakers
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need to acquire distinct skills in performance, such as knowing when to speak, which variety of language to choose,
what is the socially appropriate turn of phrase to achieve the desired effect, etc. He termed this communicative
competence. In other words, as well as learning the sounds and structures of particular languages, children are
learning the discourse strategies of their communities.

A child who might produce any sentence whatever—such a child would be likely to be institutionalized: even more so
if not only sentences, but also speech or silence was random, unpredictable. For that matter, a person who chooses
occasions and sentences suitably, but is master only of fully grammatical sentences, is at best a bit odd. Some
occasions call for being appropriately ungrammatical.

We have then to account for the fact that a normal child acquires knowledge of sentences, not only as grammatical,
but also as appropriate. He or she acquires competence as to when to speak, when not, and as to what to talk
about with whom, when, where, in what manner. In short, a child becomes able to accomplish a repertoire of
speech acts, to take part in speech events, and to evaluate their accomplishment by others.

(Hymes, 1979, pp. 14-15)

In the sections that follow, | look at how even very young children who are learning English alongside another
language acquire the communicative competence to use their two languages appropriately. I go on to consider
evidence for similar social and stylistic variation among children with only varieties of English at their disposal.

2.3 BILINGUALISM: A SPECIAL CASE?

Some children are brought up in homes where both English and another language are in daily use.

. | . - A

Bilingualism in daily use—Singapore and Wales
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* * *

Activity 2.3 (Reading A)

Reading A is by Sylvia Rojas-Drummond and Hugh Drummond, a Mexican British couple who chose to educate their
twin sons bilingually in Spanish and English.

Read this now and as you do so, make notes on the following.

e The ways in which the twins’ language use fluctuates over time, especially:

possible motivating factors for using English or Spanish at particular points;

any indications of passive knowledge as well as active skills;

the extent of (and reasons for) language mixing.

e The apparent (or purported) relationship between the twins’ languages and other kinds of allegiance, especially:
points in the text where a link is assumed between language, culture, nation, etc;

any factors which would seem to challenge the existence of such fixed links.

e Any particular kinds of knowledge or skill the twins may have been learning in addition to those usually acquired by
monolinguals.

Comment

As the evidence for the first of these points is to be found in a close reading of the article, 1 don’t propose to expand
on the detail again here. However, do keep a note of your observations and compare them with some of the
evidence | present later in this chapter, to see how far the twins’ behaviour is typical or how far it is idiosyncratic.
The evidence for the second point is a little more embedded, but note that it is assumed that the twins will be
exposed to ‘both languages and cultures’ (p. 71) in the home and in the school, and the reference to ‘mixed-
nationality social groups’ (p. 74). In everyday conversation we may (like the authors of the article) use the terms
language/culture/nationality in an interchangeable or interconnected way, implying for example a direct link between
bilingualism and biculturalism. In practice the relationship between these terms is a complex one but we need to
recognize that there is a conceptual distinction, and there are times when it is useful to distinguish between them.
For example, it may well have struck you that—even putting language aside for a moment—our legal nationality
may not correspond to either our place of birth or our place of residence, let alone anything so nebulous as our
‘culture’. Hugh Drummond is British born, but he was entitled to acquire Mexican nationality by virtue of his
marriage. He has also spent a considerable time in the USA, as well as in Mexico with its own mixed cultural
heritage. In addition to this, ‘British culture’ (itself a nebulous concept) has moved on during the years of Hugh's
absence. (It is commonly observed that cultures in ‘exile’ are frequently more conservative than those left behind.)
So how much culture does he actually still share with his father or nephews from the south of England? Note also
that American teachers have, for at least some of the time, been entrusted with the task of conveying ‘British
culture’ in a notionally ‘British’ school (p. 72). How all these issues relate to the English language itself is yet
another question, and one which | continue to explore throughout this chapter.
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With regard to the third point, I would want to argue that there is very little linguistic knowledge or skill that is
unique to the bilingual learner. During the course of the chapter | hope to be able to demonstrate that all children
need to develop in two important aspects:
e they need to recognize their various languages or varieties of language as separate systems (of sounds,
grammar, meaning, etc) in order to keep them apart as and when necessary;
 they need to learn how to use their various languages or varieties of language appropriately, according to who
they are talking to and what they're talking about—what Gupta (1994) calls the ‘appropriate environments'—in order
to achieve particular effects.
Children learning English ‘monolingually’ (who may in fact command several varieties of their single language) are
also learning to make such distinctions and choices among the language varieties available to them. However,
bilinguals represent a particularly stark case of the general phenomenon. As Romaine puts it, ‘A choice between
different forms of one language...can convey the same kinds of social meanings as a choice between languages...
What distinguishes bilinguals from monolinguals is that bilinguals usually have greater resources... The skilled
monolingual is one who is able to summon the maximum of pragmatic resources within one language’ (Romaine,
1989, pp. 155, 157). We also need to remember that bilinguals normally have access to more than one variety
within each of their languages, so that their overall repertoire encompasses both of these aspects.
* * *
‘Bilingualism as a first language’: acquiring competence in two formal systems
So what are the key differences between the experience of learning English monolingually and that of learning it bi-
or multilingually from birth? What of those who, to quote the Canadian linguist and educationalist Merril Swain
(1972), have ‘bilingualism as a first language’? The answer hinges on the relative extent to which the child
experiences language as an undifferentiated phenomenon, or recognizes languages as separate systems. To a
large extent this will depend on maturation. The monolingual baby learns how to talk (in the sense of physically
articulating sounds) at the same time as learning to distinguish the sounds of one particular language and learns to
make sense of language per se at the same time as learning the rules of one particular system, in this case
something called ‘English’. The bilingual baby who acquires two languages simultaneously will be in a similar
situation, except that the corpus of incoming data will be broader. Much of the research in this area has
concentrated on whether the baby is apparently separating the languages into two distinct systems at all (see, for
example, the classic studies reproduced in Hatch, 1978, and the later overview in Romaine, 1995). In practice,
separation of vocabularies and of the sound systems seems to begin earlier than separation of the grammatical
systems, but the details vary from language to language and from child to child, and opinion is still divided on the
issue.

Behavioural studies have been undertaken to try to ascertain whether languages are separately organized in the

brain; if you are interested in this issue, you will find a good overview in Romaine, 1995.
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Several researchers (e.g. Volterra and Taeschner, 1978, and Deuchar and Quay, 1994) have argued that, in the first
stages of development the bilingual or multilingual child has a single semantic (i.e. meaning) system across the two
or more languages. For example, Marianne Celce-Murcia (1978, p. 50) quotes her daughter Caroline at 2 years 4
months as having a regular preference for the French word couteau and the English spoon. (She speculates that
this was because the English ‘knife’ and French ‘cuiller’ were more demanding to pronounce.) Significantly, in those
cases where the child has a word in both languages for a single referent, it tends to have a slightly different
meaning in each language—in a similar way to so-called synonyms in a single language (Imedadze, 1978, p. 129).
Indications that parallel vocabularies are becoming established in the child’s two languages seem to be closely
followed by a recognition of the distinct semantic coverage of terms, that is, the different range of meaning in the
two languages. David Deterding (1984, p. 30) quotes a telling example from his son, Alexander, who was growing
up bilingual in Taiwanese Mandarin Chinese and English. When at 2 years 3 months the boy learned to tell his
English sheep from his English goat, he also learned that this particular distinction was not relevant in his Chinese
(where yang may denote ‘sheep’ or ‘goat’). Compare Robbins Burling’s son, Stephen, who was growing up bilingual
in English and Garo, a language of northern India: ‘When...at 2; 9 he suddenly grasped the meaning of color terms
and was able to consistently call a red thing red, he was able to do so in both English and Garo simultaneously’
(Burling, 1978, p. 69).
Note that, in the research literature on language acquisition, ages are often given in the form 2.7 or 2; 7 to indicate
2 years 7 months. This book uses the latter convention, although the texts quoted may use others.
A major task for both the monolingual and the bilingual child consists in learning which contrasts (phonemic, tonal,
grammatical, semantic) within a language are significant. The bilingual child must additionally learn in what ways
these rules can be generalized across the two (or more) languages and, if not, whether the languages differ in any
systematic way. Chapter 1 discusses how there are certain patterns in the acquisition of English grammar and
phonology that are followed by most children. Because of the different grammatical and phonological structure of
different groups of languages, this pattern is not automatically replicated across languages. However, there is
evidence (see Burling, 1978) that once a bilingual child has become aware of a particular structure or concept which
can be applied to either language (anything from the voiced/voiceless contrast in consonants to the concept of
spatial relationship) this will be reflected simultaneously in both languages, regardless of the one through which it
was acquired. On the other hand, aspects of language which are specific to only one of the child’s languages (such
as grammatical gender and verb tense rules, polite terms of address or the significance of tones) will need to be
specifically ‘tagged’ to the language concerned.
Having observed where some of the differences between the two languages lie, the bilingual child will naturally try to
predict a regular pattern of differences in much the same way as the monolingual child will predict regularities within
a single language. For example, in the case of two closely related languages such as English and German, there will
be a systematic pattern of phonological and morphological contrasts which may help bilingual children to predict the
form of a word in one language if they know it in the other, for example: learn/lernen, fall/fallen, deep/tief.
(This is not unlike the way in which a monolingual may mimic a dialect other than their own.) Thus we find
W.F.Leopold’s bilingual daughter, Hildegaard (see Leopold, 1978, p. 31) creating a hypothetical word steep with the
meaning ‘stiff’, by analogy with the German steif, just as a monolingual child might produce mouses by analogy
with houses—both wrong as it happens, but an understandable attempt to minimize the learning load and a
valuable stage
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in working out the rules. Hildegaard also tried to create a ‘German’ word [kandl] simply by adapting the phonology
of the English word ‘candle’—just as an adult language learner with a reasonable instinct for languages might
improvise in another language. As German was the weaker of Hildegaard’'s two languages, ‘there remained an
influence of English on her vocabulary, idioms and, to a limited extent, syntax, but practically none on sounds,
morphology and word formation’ (Leopold, 1978, p. 32).

Acquiring English as a second language

Children growing up in bilingual homes are, however, vastly outnumbered by another group of English learners.
Because of its international status, English is acquired as a second language by many children around the world as
part of their encounters with the wider community outside the home. How does this affect their experience of
learning the language?

Issues relating to the teaching of English as a second or foreign language are discussed in Chapter 7.

As we have seen above and in Chapter 1, the various aspects of language develop at a different rate throughout
life: in very broad terms, there is a rapid development of the sound system at an early age, overlapping with and
followed by a rather slower development of grammatical sensitivity, and a development of meaning and the
strategies of discourse which continues throughout life. Depending on the age at which English is encountered,
therefore, these different aspects will be more or less established in the child’s first language.

Because even quite young children learning English as a second language have already progressed beyond the ‘two-
word’ stage in their first language and are capable of retaining brief stretches of speech in their short-term memory,
they are often able to articulate accurately whole clusters of words in English. Because they have some social
experience, they are usually able to deduce the social meaning of these clusters from the communicative context,
without necessarily analysing them into their component parts. Examples include: Come on and Please push me
(Yoshida, 1978, p. 96); Get out of here! and Good-bye, see you tomorrow (Huang and Hatch, 1978, p. 122);
Don’t do that! and That’s not yours (Hakuta, 1986, p. 126); Shaddup your mouth and Knock it off (Fillmore,
1979, p. 211).

It has been argued that such prefabricated chunks of language (also known as ‘formulaic speech’), because they are
socially embedded and so highly memorable, play an important role in motivating the learner. It is only gradually
that the internal structure of the units (i.e. the meaning of the individual words) is recognized, and the child begins
to manipulate the components to express a personal intention.

It is not surprising that learners of second languages sometimes misjudge and transfer into the second language
specific, inappropriate, features of the first language. This is usually called interference. It can vary from the most
extreme ‘foreign’ accent to the occasional import of an idiom, and can include pragmatic aspects like when to speak,
how loud to talk and so on.

For a fuller discussion of learners’ grammars of English, see Chapter 1.

However, the notion of interference is not always helpful, since many errors made by second language learners of
English, particularly the very young, resemble the developmental stages of first language learning, such as
simplification of syntax, over-generalization of rules, and so on. For example, Roar Ravem (1974) studied the
acquisition of English wh- questions (i.e. questions beginning with who, what, which, where or why) by his
Norwegian-speaking son and daughter over a period of four months in Britain. He found that, like monolingual
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children, they used structures like Where Daddy go? and Where Daddy is going? before they produced the
mature form Where is Daddy going? According to Ravem, this did not reflect interference from their native
Norwegian, which would probably have led to a form like Where go Daddy? Instead they produced Where Daddy
go? just like first language learners (Dulay and Burt, 1976, p. 69).

Some provisional ‘errors’ made by second language learners of English, particularly children of school age, do not
appear to be strictly attributable either to interference or to developmental processes. Rather they result from the
interaction between the two languages, and the developing bilingual’s attempt to integrate the new system with the
old. Dulay and Burt (1976) have described this as ‘process transfer’ rather than ‘product transfer’, that is, such
children transfer general language-learning principles from their experience of their first language:

Children learning English as a second language create somewhat different and more sophisticated rules than those
created by first language learners. For example, second language learners probably know a language requires certain
frills, such as grammatical morphemes. It is natural, then, that when learning a second language, they should tend
to overuse or misuse some of these frills, since their past experience tells them that a language requires frills. This
results in error types not typically made by first language learners. For example:

He not eats.

She’s dancings.

(Dulay and Burt, 1976, pp. 72-3)

‘Error’ in second, as in first, language learning, is best regarded as a sign of active learning—evidence that learners
are applying their own provisional rule systems as opposed to merely imitating. As learners have access to more and
more linguistic input, their provisional hypotheses will gradually be refined until their language approximates more
closely to idiomatic usage. Hakuta quotes a good example of this process from a 5-year-old Japanese girl called
Uguisu (‘nightingale’ in Japanese) whose development in the English language he documented:

Uguisu’s development in English contained some intriguing examples of transfer from Japanese. Her use of the
English word mistake is an example. In English, the word is most frequently used as a noun, as in You made a
mistake. In Japanese, the word is most frequently used as a verb, machigau. Uguisu’s initial use of mistake was
as a verb, the way she used the concept in Japanese. She used utterances such as Oh no, I mistake, Don’t give
me more because you’re mistaking, Because I just mistake it, gradually changing to the more native-like
use, such as I made a mistake.

(Hakuta, 1986, p. 114)

Naturally, languages will differ in the extent to which they share common features with English. A large part of the
bilingual learner’s task consists in developing a sensitivity to what the two language systems have in common and
where they differ. On the basis of experience in another language, the child may begin by expecting certain linguistic
cues (what Dulay and Burt above call the ‘frills’) which are absent in English, or vice versa. But this is all part of an
active strategy. As Corder (1978) says, ‘It is one of the strategies of learning to find out just how far down the scale
it is going to be necessary to go before starting to build up again’ (p. 90). Thus, a speaker of, say, Cantonese is
going to have to go a great deal
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further ‘down the scale’ to find common linguistic rules with English—whether of pronunciation, grammar or
vocabulary—than is a speaker of a more closely related language such as, say, Spanish.

This phenomenon of gradual approximation of idiomatic usage has been dubbed interlanguage and will in most
speakers be a transitional stage. However, age is a significant factor, and much will depend on the learner’s linguistic
identity in the first language, and their attitude towards English and English speakers. Although there is much
individual variation, the evidence points to a greater resistance to forming such new identifications beyond puberty.
This point has been well captured by Christopherson:

The small child is unformed as a person and is keen to model his behaviour on that of his elders in order to become
a member of their social group; but gradually a consolidation of the personality sets in which may inhibit the kind of
submission to a new model that second language learning requires. Moreover, it may be difficult for the older person
to see the necessity for the effort required, since he is already a member of a social group.

(Christopherson, 1973, pp. 50-1)

The problematical nature of the concept of the in the first book in this ‘native speaker’ is discussed series, English:
history, diversity and change (Graddol et al. (eds), 1996). Chapter 7 in this book discusses the educational
provision for different ‘non-native’ learners of English.

Thus some older learners, while acquiring communicative competence in English, effectively declare themselves as
‘non-native’ speakers. As Haugen has put it, ‘communication may be satisfied by a relatively modest mastery of
the second language; social identity...may require something approaching native command’ (1956, pp. 96-7).
Codeswitching and language choice

In societies where English functions alongside other languages, there may be an elaborate pattern of
appropriateness which either dictates or strongly influences the choice of one or other language in particular
contexts outside the home.

Thus English and other languages, or particular registers of these, may become polarized to cover different ranges
of experience: English, for example, might become the language of literacy and formal education, whereas another
language might be used for commercial transactions, and yet another perhaps for popular entertainment, and so on.
Not all situations, however, will be so clear-cut—and the bilingual always has the option of choosing against the
norm for special effect. In the company of other bilinguals, moreover, the bilingual speaker has the further option of
incorporating features of one language within the other or even of changing language completely within a single
utterance, that is, codeswitching. Indeed codeswitching ‘may itself form part of the repertoire of a speech
community’ (Poplack, 1980, p. 614). In this way even a single speech act can serve to express ‘the multiplicity of
identities of the speaker’ (Kamwangamalu, 1992, p. 45) or what Heller (1992, pp. 134-5) has called ‘double
affiliation’.

For a fuller discussion of the use of English alongside other languages and of bilingual codeswitching, see the earlier
books in this series, English: history, diversity and change (Graddol et al. (eds), 1996) and Learning English:
development and diversity (Maybin and Mercer (eds), 1996).

Thus, in addition to the complexity of learning to manipulate the systems of two or more languages, the bilingual
child is also learning how to use the languages appropriately, how to manipulate all the available linguistic resources
in order to achieve the desired effect (choosing the right language for the right occasion, knowing when to mix
languages and when to keep them apart, and so on).

In some bilingual families, as in some communities, there are more regular patterns of interaction, in which
particular languages are used with particular
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people—for example, one languge with the mother and one with the father—and children will often challenge their
parents in particular for using the ‘wrong’ language. One of many well-attested examples of this comes from
Redlinger and Park (1980), who quote the startled reaction of Danny (aged 2 years 4 months) to his mother’s
utterance of a German sentence in the company of a German-speaking researcher: ““Nicht Vogel!... Du sag birdie.”
(“Not bird!... You say birdie.”)" (p. 342). This clearly affronted the normal rules of family interaction.

In other families, the choice of language is open to negotiation according to the topic and/or the effect a speaker
wants to create. Li Wei (1994), quoted earlier in Activity 2.1, has made extensive recordings among the Chinese
community in Newcastle upon Tyne, England. He observed the way in which family members’ choice of language
(and in particular the decision to follow or diverge from the preferred language of other participants in the
interaction) could be carefully calculated to achieve pragmatic results. He quotes the following exchange between a
mother and her 12-year-old son, who is playing on a computer:

Mother: Finished homework?

Son: (two second pause)

Mother: Steven, yiu mo wan sue? (want to review (your) lessons?)

Son: (1.5 second pause) I've finished.

(Li Wei, 1994, p. 163)

Li Wei comments that ‘in some senses the mother knows that by choosing the preferred language of the child
[English] instead of her own preferred language [Chinese], she is turning a simple question into an indirect request
for the child to do his homework before playing with the computer, an implicature evidently understood by the child.
Had the child not interpreted the meaning of this particular choice correctly, one assumes that he could have been
ordered by the mother to pack up his computer games and do his homework’ (Li Wei and Milroy, 1994, p. 25).

In either of the above types of family situation, the child will become sensitive to the normal patterns of interaction,
and may manipulate these to achieve personal goals or particular pragmatic effects. Harrison and Piette quote a
range of vivid examples of even very young children demonstrating these skills to good effect:

loan [is] a bilingual Welsh/English boy of 3; 3.... In his extended family loan could, in his third year, tell which
relatives were bilingual, like himself, and which inserted odd bits of Welsh but lacked fluency. In a transcript of
loan...he switches into English on seeing his monolingual English grandmother come into the room where five people
had been talking Welsh. Before she says anything he announces, ‘I don't want to’, evoking the response, ‘Well | say
that loan—ought to go to bed'’. Five turns follow in English and are all about his reluctance to go to bed. Then
another adult asks in Welsh if he wants to stay, and loan replies in Welsh. Subsequently the talk moves to another
topic. loan remains. At a point when his grandmother is talking, in English of course, with his father, loan selects
Welsh to tell his mother he does not want to go to bed... Arguably we have here switchings that are so framed as to
help bring about what loan wants... Apparently his bilingualism is a tool for discourse.

(Harrison and Piette, 1980, p. 222)
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Romaine (1989, p. 111) has argued that in codeswitched discourse of this kind all linguistic choices can be
interpreted as an index of the ‘social relations, rights and obligations which exist and are created between
participants in a conversation’. Erving Goffman (1981) has defined such shifts in personal alignment as changes in
‘footing’ and the boundaries of the events themselves as ‘frames’. These are evident in children’s role play, where
the children effectively take on the perspectives of imaginary others in imagined situations.

Fancy footwork at play?

In storytelling as well as in joking [Hawaiian Polynesian girls, aged 57 years] nearly always dramatize by voice
intonation and imitation of speech. This means that they will imitate...accents, alter their voices to indicate age, sex,
and personality of a character, or distort their speech to insult a target child or group.
(Watson-Gegeo and Boggs, 1977, p. 83)

At age 8.11 Mario and Carla [Spanish American children] were playing cowboys and conversed entirely in English, as
cowboys would be expected to do... Whenever they stepped outside these roles and gave instructions on how the
play-acting was to proceed, or to offer protests, they switched to Spanish [see Fantini, 1985]. When children
assumed a position of authority, they issued a command in Spanish.... If a child got hurt, he would be comforted by
an older child in Spanish, even though an immediately preceding interaction between the children might have been
in English [see McClure, 1977].

(Romaine, 1989, p. 205).

In their play [the ethnically Chinese children] reflect the language patterns of their school: when they pretend to be
Malay girls in the class they speak Malay... When they address the teacher, or play at teacher-child interaction, they
speak English. They even make an effort at using Standard English in their imitations of the teacher. They sing a
‘goodbye song’ in Mandarin.

(Gupta, 1994, p. 169)

We can see from the bilingual examples in the box that the young bilingual children are already able to associate the

English language with particular kinds of practices. English, we may deduce, is something spoken in school,
especially by teachers, and is the language of cowboys or possibly people in films more generally. The children’s
other languages seem to be associated with the management of play and with personal relationships. But even
among these children, there are differences in the roles played by English. Some of them do choose to use English
spontaneously during play. Some of them, moreover, are already familiar with more than one variety of English and
are aware of different social meanings between varieties.

However, this still begs the question of whether particular languages—even in a given setting—are automatically the
bearers of fixed sets of cultural values. Do we have any evidence that, in acquiring the English language, children
are automatically being inculcated into a particular culture—or is the language amenable to new uses by new

speakers? Gupta argues that, in Singapore at least, it is possible to decouple the several official languages from any
direct association with particular cultures:
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When children learn or develop their English they are becoming like high status members of their own community...
A child growing up speaking English, Mandarin, Hokkien and Cantonese in Singapore is not going to sound, or want
to sound, like someone from England, Beijing, Fujian and Guangdong, but like a Singaporean speaking four
languages ...these languages are all seen as part of a single identity.

(Gupta, 1994, p. 181, 65)

Gupta compares her own study of children’s language use with an earlier study carried out by Muriel Saville-Troike
(1986), both of which seem to demonstrate that ethnically Chinese children use English in a distinctively ‘Chinese’
way:

[In Saville-Troike’s study] two Chinese brothers aged 3 and 4 years... used strategies of argument [in English]
involving temporization, compromise and moral argument which were also used extensively by Japanese and Korean
children, but rarely or never by ‘English speakers’. In my naturalistic data, arguments were frequent: the English-
speaking Chinese children in my study seem to have a sophisticated argumentative style, and like Saville-Troike’s
subjects they invoked moral argument. This may be caused not only by cultural differences, as Saville-Troike
suggests, but also...by the explicit marking, mainly by [Chinese] pragmatic particles, of interpersonal discourse
features... It may be that the explicit marking of interpersonal discourse features which relate to such areas as
whether or not you expect the interlocutor to agree with you, facilitate the use of reasoned argument.

(Gupta, 1994, p. 58)

2.4 LEARNING SOCIAL AND STYLISTIC VARIATION WITHIN ENGLISH

As | state at the outset of this chapter, it is not only bilinguals who are able to apply their linguistic repertoire to
social acts: monolingual English speakers have access to a range of different language varieties to signal their
shifting attitudes and identities and to achieve particular goals. Again the key question we consider is how and at
what stage these skills are acquired by children.

Pioneering research on social and stylistic variation in English was conducted in the 1960s by the American
sociolinguist, William Labov. Not all of Labov’s work was with young people, but one influential study among the
black male adolescent street gangs in Harlem, New York, focused on the subtle and systematic way in which an
individual's orientation towards the gangs was reflected in the forms of language he used (Labov, 1977). Labov
described the use of language in these circumstances as a ‘fine-grained index of membership in the street culture’
(1977, p. 255). Labov’s approach has since been widely replicated elsewhere (e.g. Reid, 1978; Cheshire, 1982;
Youssef, 1991), and continues to be constructively critigued and extended.

Labov’s original hypothesis had been that young children were not sensitive to social variation in language and did
not learn to make stylistic choices themselves until early adolescence. Specifically he claimed that children pass
through predictable stages of linguistic development in the acquisition of Standard English and that it is not until the
age of 11 to 12 years that full ‘stylistic variation’ is
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achieved, where ‘the child begins to learn how to modify his speech in the direction of the prestige standard’ in more
formal situations, such as reading out loud or an interview with a stranger (Labov, 1964, p. 91). How far do you
think this claim can be sustained in the light of the evidence above from young bilingual children and from your own
experience? Leaving aside the question of what variety serves as the ‘prestige standard’ for a given child in a given
situation, we do not have to look far to find counter examples to Labov’s claim, where even very young children
show themselves sensitive to contextual variation in language.

‘Talkin nice’

In the tradition of Labov, Valerie Youssef (1991) conducted a longitudinal case study of three small children between
the ages of 2 and 4 years on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, where the characteristic differences between speakers
are ‘not outright distinctions in the use of particular forms, but rather differences in proportional usage of those
forms’ (p. 89). During the course of the study the speech of the three children diverged along predictable social-class
lines, with the most middle-class boy, Kareem, using increasingly more Standard English features and the most
working-class boy, Keeshan, using increasingly more Trinidadian English features as time went by. This already
throws into question one of Labov’s original assumptions, namely that increasing awareness of social
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variation would automatically cause children to orient towards a more standard form of English. The other significant
finding was that all the children were clearly sensitive from the outset to contextual features according to the social
context. Thus Janet (the ‘middle’ child of the three in terms of social class) at the age of 3 years 9 months produced
100 per cent Standard English past tense verb forms in conversation with her mother (who was very particular about
the use of Standard English, as the language of ‘advancement’), but only 54 per cent with the family helper (a
Trinidadian English speaker), 47 per cent with her brother, and 40 per cent when playing with her peers out of her
mother’s earshot. The middle-class boy, Kareem, from the age of 2 years 10 months ‘started to attend a preschool in
which he learned about what he referred to as ‘talkin nice’ and increasingly acquired Standard English features
which he varied stylistically according primarily to addressee’ (Youssef, 1991, pp. 94, 90). He was exposed to
Standard English stories from an early age, and gradually incorporated the past tense forms into his own narratives,
though still with due regard to his addressee. The following (oral) account was produced at the age of 4 (Standard
English verb forms are italicized; we may presume that ‘comed’ is an instance of child language rather than the adult
Trinidadian form):

When we finished we comed out. We dress up an we bathe an we went by the Tobago airport and wait for the
aeroplane... We went by a shop to buy some flying fish to eat... We had to wait long and long.

(Youssef, 1991, p. 94; original italics)

Youssef concluded that ‘Overall [the children’s] development reflected the extent and nature of expected usage of
the respective markers for the social circumstances in which each lived’ (p. 93).

Similar findings emerge from two studies (Romaine, 1975, and Reid, 1978) conducted in a very different social
context indeed: urban Edinburgh in Scotland. Both Romaine and Reid found considerable evidence of both social
class and stylistic variation among their young subjects. In the case of Reid’s 11-year-old boys, there was also a
significant ‘school effect’. Moreover, Reid found that most of the boys in the study were already fully aware of the
need to switch varieties of language, particularly the boys from the ‘posh’ school, who used a broader vernacular
when interacting with their peers elsewhere:

[Kevin] ...that's what we're really here [at this school] for...to talk nice and that.

[Michael] ...up at X school once, playing basketball...they started to take the micky out of all of us...because of the
way we speak...[so] you just keep your mouth shut and you don’t say much.

[lan] I talk with a bit of a Scottish accent when I'm out in [one of the outlying towns]... | don’t really go from...clean
...Straight to dirty...it's just a slight change in the way | talk...if | talk to them with a sort of clean accent... they’ll
think...a bit of a bore really...if you talk with the same accent as they do they’ll just think...you're one of us in a way.
(Reid, 1978, p. 169-70)
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They were also aware of the pressures exerted on them (by mothers in particular!) to be more careful about their

speech in other people’s houses:

[Kevin] ...especially when their mother’s wi them...ken [you know]...they just gie them a wee [small] flick...to tell

them to talk nice.

(Reid, 1978, p. 169)

Throughout this section Scots words which may not be obvious to speakers of other varieties of English are glossed
in brackets.

All of this led Reid to conclude that:

It is as true of these eleven-year-old Edinburgh boys as of older informants investigated previously that there are

features of their speech which relate in a systematic way to their social status and to the social context in which

their speech is produced.

(Reid, 1978, p. 169-70)

Romaine was less willing, on the available evidence, to venture a statement as to the factors at play in influencing

her rather younger subjects to vary the density of certain features in their speech. However, at different points in an

interview, she elicited some very different stretches of talk from a 6-year-old girl.

* * *

Activity 2.4 (Allow about 5 minutes)

Consider for a moment what factors might be at play in causing the 6-year-old quoted in the passages below to use

such different styles of delivery at the two points (1 and 2) in the interview. We obviously only have a transcript on

which to base any deductions, so they can only be tentative. To make the passages more intelligible the spelling

conventions have been slightly adapted from the original with the author’'s permission.

1 | fall oot [out] the bed. She falls oot the bed and we pull off the covers. | fell oot the bed so D says ‘Where are

you J?' | says, ‘I'm doon [down] here’. She says ‘Come up. Babies dinnae [don’t] do that. They should be in their co

[cot]’ So she gets oot the bed. She falls oot cause she bumps her head on the wall and she says, ‘Oh, this is a hard

bed too’ so she says, ‘Oh, I'm on the fler [floor]'.

2 It's a house, my house that | live in now, cause | fle’ed [flitted, Scots for ‘moved house’]. The house is still in a

mess anyway. It's still got plaster and I've no fireplace now, all blocked up. Workin men plastered where they used

to be, there and there, and they did the same to the fireplace. They just knocked it all ou’ [out].

(Adapted from Romaine, 1984, p. 100)

Comment

My own interpretation is that the first passage represents a humorous narrative in a relatively informal context in

which the girl is clearly very engaged, and in which she includes stretches of direct speech quoted from another

vernacular speaker. Both these factors, as well as the obvious hilarity of the original situation (I can almost hear the

giggles!), are such as to produce the girl's most relaxed style. The second passage, by contrast, represents a more

sober account, possibly in a more

< previous page page 58 next page =



Page 59

formal context, where a more standard style might be expected. It is conceivable also that the girl may be
unconsciously echoing whole phrases she has heard uttered by adults about the building work.

* % *

Like Reid’s schoolboys, Romaine’s young subjects were often quite lucid about their language practices. The
following extract is taken from an interview with a 10-year-old girl:

Interviewer: Does your Mum ever tell you to speak polite?

Child: [If] there’s somebody poli’ [polite] in. Like see, some people moved en. There’'s new people in the stair [local
vernacular for ‘tenement flats’] we've moved up tae [to] and they come in and I'm always sayin ‘Doon Shep’, cause
it's my wee dog, so | say ‘doon’. My Mum say ‘That's not wha’ you say’ she says, ‘It's “Sit down, Ken’”, cause she
doesn’t like me speakin rough.

Interviewer: Why do you think she doesn't like it?

Child: Well, if 1 speak rough she doesn't like it when other people are in because they think that we're rough ta’ies
[tatties, i.e. potatoes] in the stair.

(Adapted from Romaine, 1984, p. 126)

Learning to be a child: relative status in the family and beyond

Halliday (1978, p. 1) has argued that ‘A child creates, first his child tongue, then his mother tongue, in interaction
with that little coterie of people who constitute his meaning group’. In other words, the child begins by learning what
it is to speak like a child and only gradually experiments with other roles.

TR T
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The baby'’s first experience of language is likely to be in dialogue with a parent figure. As described in the previous
chapter, adults in many English-speaking cultures tend to use a particular style of language when communicating
with babies, usually referred to as ‘baby talk’. This has been well summarized by Jean Berko Gleason, who carried
out her studies in the USA:

Briefly we can say they raised the fundamental frequency of their voices, used simple short sentences with concrete
nouns, diminutives, and terms of endearment, expanded the children’s utterances and in general performed the
linguistic operations that constitute baby-talk style. There was a lot of individual variation in the extent to which all
of these features might be employed. One mother, for instance, spoke in a normal voice to her husband, a high
voice to her 4-year-old, a slightly raised voice to her 8-year-old and when she talked to her baby she fairly
squeaked.

(Berko Gleason, 1973, p. 160-1)

Berko Gleason had set out to research baby talk, and in particular the extent to which older siblings were able to
vary their speech to accommodate the communicative needs of younger siblings. During the course of the research
she found evidence for some of the things she was looking for, but also made some unexpected findings:

The children in our sample ranged in age from infancy to 8 years. By and large we were not primarily looking for
evidence of code switching or stylistic variation in the children under 4. These children were included in the sample
because we wanted to get examples of the adults and older children talking to them for evidence of baby-talk style.
Some things did seem readily evident from observing the very young children and talking to their parents, however.
The first is that even the tiniest children make some distinctions. The basic, earliest variation is simply between
talking and not talking. Very small children will frequently talk or jabber nonsense to their own parents or siblings,
but fall silent in the presence of strangers. When the parent tries to get the baby to say, ‘Hi,” or ‘Bye-bye,’ to the
interviewer, the baby stares blankly; and the mother says, ‘I don’'t know what's wrong. He really can talk. He says
bye-bye all the time.” The baby remains silent. After the interviewer leaves, surrounded once more by familiar faces,
the baby suddenly springs to life and says a resounding ‘Bye-bye!" So the first variation is between speech and
silence.

Another, more obviously stylistic variation we have seen in the language of the children under 4 as well as those
over 4, has been the selective use of whining, by which | mean a repetitive, insistent, singsong demand or
complaint, and not crying, which is very difficult for little children to inhibit. The whining basically occurs to parents
and parent figures, and a child may abruptly switch to a whine at the sight of his parent, when he has previously
been talking to someone else in a quite normal tone. In the nursery school | visited, for instance, one child was
talking with his friends when his father arrived. At the sight of his father, he abruptly altered his tone and began to
whine, ‘Pick me up’ at him...

The children’s language to the babies in the families was also examined for evidence of baby-talk style. While most
of the features of peer group code appeared in the language of the entire 4- to 8-year old sample, there were age
differences in the ability to use baby-talk style.
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The older children were in control of the basic features of baby-talk style—their sentences to the babies were short
and repetitive, and uttered in a kind of singing style. In one family | asked an 8-year-old to ask his 2-year-old
brother to take a glass to the kitchen. He said:

‘Here, Joey, take this to the kitchen. Take it to the kitchen.’ (Baby-talk intonation, high voice).

A little while later, | asked him to ask his 4-year-old brother to take a glass to the kitchen. This time he said:

‘Hey, Rick, take this to the kitchen, please.” (Normal intonation). This is clear evidence of code switching in the
language of this 8-year-old child.

On the other end of the spectrum, the 4-year-old, Ricky, whom | followed about, did not use baby-talk style to his
2-year-old brother. He typically did not use either a special intonation or repetition. He said to the baby: ‘Do you
know what color your shoes are?’ in just the same way he said: ‘What’s the name of the book, Anthony?’ to his
brother; and ‘I don’t think he know how to climb up’ to his father.

Somewhere in between no baby-talk style and full baby-talk style lies slightly inappropriate baby-talk style, which we
saw particularly in some 5- and 6-year-old girls...

The original aim of this study was to see if, indeed, children talk in different ways to different people. The answer is
yes; infants are selective about whom they talk to at all. Four-year-olds may whine at their mothers, engage in
intricate verbal play with their peers, and reserve their narrative, discursive tales for their grown-up friends. By the
time they are 8, children have added to the foregoing some of the politeness routines of formal adult speech, baby-
talk style, and the ability to talk to younger children in the language of socialization.

(Berko Gleason, 1973, pp. 163-7)

Some older siblings demonstrate great social sensitivity to the communicative needs of younger brothers and sisters.
Here, two Singaporean brothers, aged 7 years 8 months and 4 years 5 months respectively, are attempting to
assemble a plastic skeleton. The older boy is aware of the need to use Standard English with the interviewer, but
switches to a more friendly Singaporean English to address his little brother (note the use of the pragmatic particles
ah and lah):

Elder brother [to adult interviewer]

I don’t know whether he knows how to do it.

[3 sec pause]

[then to younger brother]

A- all this are bones ah?

Younger brother Yah.

Elder brother All this are human bones lah.

(Gupta, 1994, p. 77)

Sensitivity to relative status in relationships is particularly apparent if we look at children’s developing recognition
and use of the different ways of asking questions, making requests and issuing commands in English.
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Shirley Brice Heath looked particularly at the use of questions among members of the poor black American
community she was researching. The ability of the children to mimic the adult style of firing questions at them was
impressive. For example:

Mandy, a child 4; 1 years of age, was observed playing with a mirror and talking into the mirror. She seemed to run
through a sequence of actors, exemplifying ways in which each used questions:

How ya doin, Miss Sally?

Ain’t so good, how you?

Got no 'plaints. Ben home?

What's your name, little girl?

You a pretty little girl.

You talk to me.

Where's yo' momma?

You give her this for me, okay?

When Mandy realized she had been overheard, she said ‘I like to play talk. Sometimes | be me, sometimes
somebody else.’ | asked who she was this time; she giggled and said, ‘You know Miss Sally, but dat other one Mr
Griffin talk.” Mr Griffin was the insurance salesman who came to the community each week to collect on insurance
premiums. Mandy had learned that he used questions in ways different from members of her community, and she
could imitate his questions. However, in imitation as in reality, she would not answer his questions or give any
indication of reception of the messages Mr Griffin hoped to leave with her.

(Heath, 1982b, p. 119)

It would appear that English-speaking children, at least in North America, take some time to develop sensitivity to
the full adult repertoire for ‘getting people to do things'. Choosing the socially appropriate expression entails not only
an awareness of the range of linguistic formulations available but also an accurate prediction of the likelihood of
compliance on the part of the addressee. Even very young children—perhaps because of explicit teaching—seem to
be sensitive to the effect of ‘please’; but, with or without ‘please’, they tend to favour questions or explicit
statements of their own need. Although they understand only too well the force of adult commands, because of
their relative lack of social power children are rarely in a position to issue instructions or make direct requests
themselves, unless it is to even younger children. When this rule is flouted, it occasions comment:

7-year-old [boy to 11-year-old girl]: Bring your Ii’l self here.

[Bystander]: Who you think you are?

7-year-old: I think I’'m somebody big.

(Adapted from Mitchell-Kernan and Kernan, 1997, p. 204)

When addressing adults, however, children usually resort to the more indirect means of getting what they want,
such as asking questions or making hints. According to Craig Lawson (in a 1967 unpublished paper from Berkeley,
California, entitled’ Request patterns in a two year old’), even 2-year-olds have acquired rules for the social
distribution of requests according to age and rank.
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Thus, a 2-year-old girl gave almost entirely simple imperatives to her peers, but with adults and older children she

used a mixture of desire statements, questions and permission requests. Shuy (1978, p. 272) relates how 5-year-old
Joanna got herself invited to dinner by making three ‘statements’: about the absence of the family car, the fact that
her mother worried if she missed meals, and finally ‘You know, | eat almost anything'! In the words of Ervin-Tripp
(1977, p. 188), ‘wide use of tactful deviousness is a late accomplishment’. Interestingly, when one researcher tried
to turn the tables on a child, it was almost as if they were speaking different languages:

One type of statement [by the children] intended to function as a directive took the form You gave Jimmy a
nickle or You let Beverley take the tape recorder home. This type of hint occurred so often in the course of
the research that it became a source of humor. On one occasion one of the authors said to a boy of 11, in an
accusatory tone similar to the one the children often used when hinting in this way: Oh you washed Karen'’s car.
The child responded with a puzzled look and it was a few seconds before he realized that the researcher was
jokingly requesting that he wash her car. It would appear that the success of this stratagem is tied to role relations.

(Mitchell-Kernan and Kernan, 1977, p. 200)
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Tellingly, the 2-year-old girl studied by Lawson, who was rather unkindly ‘set up’ at the tea table to ask for some
milk, exhibited strikingly different behaviour to her mother than to her father. To her mother she came straight out
with Mummy I want milk, whereas to her father she beat about the bush with such expressions as What’s that?
My milk, Daddy. Yours, Daddy? It’s milk, Daddy. You want milk, Daddy? I have some, thank-you. This
brings us to the subject of the next section, which is how children learn gendered roles and relationships in English.
Learning to be an English-speaking girl or boy

At the same time as we are learning what it is to be a child, we are also in most societies learning our increasingly
demarcated gender roles, and these too are reflected in girls’ and boys’ increasingly differentiated use of language.
There is some evidence that, after a brief burst of directness, girls (like adult women) in many English-speaking
societies revert to more indirect language. In an article full of vivid case studies, Carol Gilligan describes how
previously bright and mischievous American girls like 8-year-old Diane (who literally blew a whistle at the dinner
table whenever she got interrupted) and 8-year-old Karen (who walked out of the classroom when her teacher
refused to call on her to answer) progressively lose their voices until, around adolescence, they are repeatedly heard
to say ‘I don't know’, when in fact they do know, or even, like Iris ‘If | were to say what | was feeling or thinking,
no one would want to be with me. My voice would be too loud’ (Gilligan, 1995, p. 207).

Other studies have found that certain interactional features (e.g. interruptions, direct requests) are associated more
with boys and men, whereas others (conversational support features such as mmh, yeah and right, and indirect
requests) are associated more with girls and women. The evidence is often striking, but needs to be interpreted with
caution: people’s use of interactional features varies between contexts and depending on what they are trying to
achieve as they talk. Marjorie Harness-Goodwin (1990), in a study of black working-class children aged 8-13 years in
Philadelphia, found that when playing in single-sex groups, girls’ interaction was collaboratively organized. They
made use of indirect request forms that drew in other participants (Let’s ask her, Maybe we can slice them like
that). This was in contrast to boys’ use of more direct forms: Gimme the pliers. But the girls were perfectly
capable of using direct commands when they needed to, as when one girl told a younger child Don’t put that
down! Put that back up! It’s supposed to be that way.

There is a great deal of evidence that girls—particularly as they become adolescent—will adopt more standard
varieties of speech than their male counterparts, when they judge that the occasion demands this. As one of Reid’s
11-year-old Scottish boys observes, ‘some girls...when they talk to their teacher, they talk sort of posh...and when
they talk to their pals...they just talk normal’ (Reid, 1978, p. 169). Interestingly, in an experiment conducted by
Edwards (1979), this tendency for girls to talk ‘posher’ sometimes led to middle-class boys’ voices being mistaken for
girls’ voices and working-class girls’ voices being mistaken for boys’ voices. Macaulay (1978), in a study of 10-year-
olds, 15-year-olds and adults in Glasgow in Scotland, looked at the interaction between age, sex and social class,
and found that the speech of the children diverged according to social class as they got older, with the 10-year-olds
of all social classes speaking more like each other than the 15-year-olds. Among the 15-year-old middle-class
children,
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the girls already sounded much more like middle-class women than middle-class boys, and the boys sounded rather
more like working-class men than middle-class men. In other words, the girls’ class and gender identities appeared
to reinforce each other, whereas for the boys there was more of a tension between the two.

The perception of vernacular English as more ‘masculine’ starts at an early age. You may remember from the
beginning of this section the case of Keeshan, one of the Trinidadian preschool children studied by Youssef (1991),
whose language became ‘broader’ as the study progressed. One of the factors to which this was attributed was his
growing identification with men in his community (dem fellas as he called them). Youssef quotes the following
typical exchange between Keeshan, aged 4, and his mother on the male preserve of smoking (note the use of the
vernacular future form go):

Keeshan | want to go in Sports an buy a cigarette an a match to smoke. I go smoke just now. Let me buy a baby
cigarette.

Mother That will not burn.

Keeshan It won't burn me, | go hide it tomorrow. | go take a baby fire an put it in the smoke thing, right I go hold
the match.

Mother Youz Daddy doz smoke?

Keeshan My Daddy doz smoke just now. Uncle Tolly smoke.

(Youssef, 1991, pp. 99-100)

Further evidence of the link between masculinity and the vernacular is available from Australia, where Edina
Eisikovits (1989) conducted a study of sex differences in the speech of two groups of working-class inner-city
adolescents, from school years 8 and 10 (average age 13 years 11 months and 16 years 1 month respectively). In
common with other studies of a similar kind, she found more evidence of social conformity, including stylistic
variation, among the girls; among the boys she found a strong preference for the vernacular third-person negative
don’t (as in He don’t wanna work so he told ’em down the Dole office he wanted to be an elephant
trainer!) and for swearing:

Among the older girls there is a serious and conservative acceptance of the responsibilities of adulthood. All are
concerned with fitting in with society and its expectations rather than, as two years earlier, with the conflicts with it.
No longer are they rebellious in their attitudes towards family, school, and society in general. All see themselves as
having ‘grown up’—process which for the girls means ‘settling down’...

Among the boys, however, a rather different perception emerges. They, too, see themselves as having grown up,
but for them this does not necessarily mean settling down or conforming to family or societal expectations of ‘good’
behaviour. Instead, it is more usually seen as a movement towards self-assertion, ‘toughness’ and an unwillingness
to be dictated to...

Clearly, different behavioural norms as well as different social perceptions exist for the two sexes. Given these
differences, it is hardly surprising that the two groups differ in their attitudes to and use of language.
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That [the older girls’] new conservatism is extended to attitudes to language may be seen in A’s changed view of
swearing. Asked what her fights with her boyfriend are about she replies:

A: Oh, petty things. Like, oh, sometimes he swears at me and | don't like swearing anymore. An he’ll swear at me so
we have a fight about that...

Interviewer: You don’t think about that when you're 13 or 14 doing it yourself.

A: No, you don’t. When you get older, you think, ‘Oh Jesus, what did | ever say that for?'...

The boys on the other hand tend to move in a contrary direction:

Interviewer: Did you used to get beltings when you were a kid?

B: Oh, swore once when | was about five an | was belted off me mother. Tried to wash me mouth out with soap...
Interviewer: What about now?

C: If I swear in front of me mother now she don’t say nothing...

That such prestige value is attached to non-standard forms by the males in this study may be seen from the
direction of their self-corrections. Unlike the older females who self-correct towards standard forms, for example:
D: Our Deputy-Principal was really nice and he sort of let my group, the kids | hang—hung around with, get away
with almost anything.

E: An me and Kerry—or should | say, Kerry and |—are the only ones who've done the project.

the older males self-correct in the opposite direction, favouring the non-standard over the standard form. For
example:

F: I didn’t know what | did—what | done.

G: He’s my family doctor. I've known im ever since | was a kid. An e gave—qgive it to me an e said, ‘As long as it's
helping you, I'll give it to you’ you know.

That such consciousness of external prestige norms is only just developing among the older girls is evidenced in the
contrary direction among the younger girls who self-correct in line with the males, for example:

H: It don’t work out anyway—it don’t work out noways.

(Eisikovits, 1989, pp. 42-5)

What we need to remember in the case of Eisikovits’ research—indeed any research which looks at the effect of
social variables—is the possibility that the gender/class/ethnicity of the researcher may itself skew the results in a
particular direction. For example, in this case, the girls, identifying with Eisikovits’ gender, may have consciously or
unconsciously accommodated to her more middleclass speech, whereas the boys may have diverged in an effort to
assert their masculinity.
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There are several different ways in which the English language, and the use of English, may be described as
‘gendered’. The relationship between gender and the use of vernacular and ‘prestige’ accents of English is briefly
discussed in the first book in this series, English: history, diversity and change (Graddol et al. (eds), 1996); the
second book, Using English: from conversation to canon (Maybin and Mercer (eds), 1996), discusses gender
and interactional style, and women’s writing in English.
But where do children get their notions of femininity and masculinity from? Carole Edelsky (1977) asked three
groups of children, aged 6—7, 8-9 and 11-12 years respectively, and a group of adults to judge whether a series of
statements (originally developed by Lakoff, 1973) were more likely to have been made by a man or a woman. The
youngest group could only really agree about two things: that women were more likely to say adorable and that
men were much more likely to say damn it. This perception that ‘women don’t swear’ remained strong until at least
the age of 11, when it was accompanied by a second strong assumption, that women are more likely to say please.
Interestingly, though, there was far less consensus among the adults (who no doubt had a far wider base of
personal experience on which to make such judgements!). This led Edelsky to speculate that, where children’s
judgements overshoot those of adults, it is because they have been explicitly taught the stereotypes.
Acts of identity: learning to express oneself?
The picture emerging from this section so far may appear overly deterministic. Are English-speaking children indeed
locked into set paths according to their social class, ethnicity, gender, etc? Sociolinguistic work has generally
concerned itself with the way in which language variation can be correlated with social factors of one kind or
another, in other words with the systematic social variation of language in use. But, as Robert Le Page and Andrée
Tabouret-Keller have pointed out, this assumes that distinct languages and fixed membership of social groups can
be taken as given. Their influential book Acts of Identity (1985) sets out to:
throw some light upon the ways in which such concepts as ‘a language’ and ‘a group or community’ come into being
through the acts of identity which people make within themselves and with each other...in other words, how the
individual’s idiosyncratic behaviour reflects attitudes towards groups, causes, traditions...; and how the identity of a
group lies within the projections individuals make of the concepts each has about the group.
(Le Page and Tabouret Keller, 1985, p. 2).
The point about ‘projections’ is a key one: unless we have a keen shared sense of the stereotypical linguistic
behaviour of other social groups we will have no fixed models to aspire to or flee from.
However, Le Page and Tabouret-Keller have drawn attention to the fact that our acts of identity may be constrained
by the extent to which:
(i) we can identify the groups
(i) we have both adequate access to the groups and ability to analyse their behavioural patterns
(i) the motivation to join the groups is sufficiently powerful and is either reinforced or reversed by feedback from
the groups
(iv) we have the ability to modify our behaviour
(Le Page and Tabouret-Keller, 1985, p. 182)
Whereas children may take some time to achieve the first of these as their circles of interaction gradually increase,
they will have a distinct advantage over adults in terms of the last.
Research studies have revealed evidence of both peer group pressure and individual idiosyncrasy. Lesley Milroy
(1980, pp. 60—1) mentions the case of a boy who, having on one occasion shifted his speech style to suit a formal
interview
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situation, was so laughed at by his peers that on the next occasion he moved sharply in the direction of the
vernacular. Reid (1978, p. 165) quotes a humorous instance where he had made the assumption that a playground
context would elicit the most relaxed—and, therefore, he assumed the most nonstandard—forms of language from
his young male subjects. However, he had not bargained on the fact that the boys would rise to the situation by
producing their best imitation of TV sports commentators, Scottish, English and American!

Further evidence of the role of individual choice is apparent in the findings of Arvilla Payne (1980), who was
interested in the extent to which young children will acquire the accent of their peers rather than that of their
parents. Payne conducted a survey of families who had moved from a variety of locations into a middle-class suburb
of the US city of Philadelphia; she was looking particularly at the characteristic local pattern of pronunciation of a
particular vowel sound. Her general conclusion was that children arriving after the age of 8 stood a far lower chance
of sounding like a ‘local’ than those who arrived before. In other words their linguistic identity by this age had
become relatively fixed. However, she found that, whereas a handful of children (particularly one teenage girl who
bad arrived at the crucial age of 8) had been strikingly successful in acquiring the local vowel pattern, and the
majority had been somewhat confused about it, one family of five boys originally from New York City (who had
moved to Philadelphia at ages ranging from 0-9, and were aged 10-20 at the time of the study) had been strikingly
resistant to the pattern. It is fescinating to speculate why this might have been the case—and you may like to reflect
on it now. However, what is important for the argument here is that there was nothing predetermined about the
outcome, and one may assume that the family was exercising not only sensitivity to the social variables themselves
but also a degree of personal/collective choice.

Trudgill (1986), reviewing a range of evidence from different parts of the English-speaking world, comes to the
following conclusion:

Labov...has argued that, while children younger than eight appear to be certain to accommodate totally, there can
be no assurance that, after the age of eight, children will become totally integrated into a new speech community. |
would also add that, after the age of 14 one can be fairly sure that they will not. The problem years are eight to 14,
with the degree of integration depending on many different social and individual factors.

(Trudgill, 1986, pp. 33-4)

So where does this leave us with regard to Labov’s earlier claims, quoted at the beginning of this section? His ideas
were obviously useful in identifying key stages in a child’s sociolinguistic development, and—along with others—he
was correct in identifying puberty as the stage when children’s social identity through language becomes more self-
conscious. However, his research had been based in relatively stable communities with a single local vernacular
against which an individual could progressively measure any encounters with the Standard English of the wider
world. Where the original hypothesis fell down was in generalizing from the monolingual and (relatively)
monodialectal childhood experience. In cases where children are exposed from a young age to more than one
variety of language, or where they move between language communities, perception of the different social values
attached to each language variety is likely to develop in infancy, in tandem with their developing sensitivity to
linguistic forms. Indeed the evidence is that, far from becoming more flexible around puberty, they are likely to
become less so, as they become more committed to a particular set of identifications.
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2.5 CONCLUSION
You may find it useful at this point to reconsider the three questions posed by Kamwangamalu (1992, p. 33):
Who am 1?
How am | perceived by others?
How would | want to be perceived?
In this chapter we have already seen how young speakers may:
e unconsciously adopt (i.e. converge towards) the speech of others because they identify with it (e.g. Keeshan from
Trinidad with ‘dem fellas’, or the Rojas-Drummond twins with their cousins from England); or
» consciously emulate the speech of those groups they wish to be close to or to impress or to get something out of
(e.g. the Scottish girls who talked ‘posh’, or the Spanish American children who wanted to comfort each other); or
even
e consciously mimic the speech of others—or more precisely, their stereotypes of others—while at the same time
distancing themselves from the stereotype (e.g. Ishfaq in his humorous exchange with Ben Rampton quoted at the
start of this chapter).

In his book Crossing, Rampton (1995) explores some of these complex phenomena with particular reference to

adolescent ethnic identity.

The last of these may look like an intricate feat to accomplish, but it is something that we do every time we adopt a
‘funny voice’ in order to get away with saying something ironic or comical or provocative. There are various linguistic
and paralinguistic devices, such as intonation, rate of speech or facial expression, which we may use to proclaim
that it is not our own ‘true’ voice and that we are merely acting a part—but there is usually a convenient degree of
ambiguity involved!
All of these acts of social ‘positioning’ then maybe accomplished in English at a variety of linguistic levels, from
sounds (accents or pitch) through vocabulary or grammar to choice of language itself.
* * *
Activity 2.7 (Allow at least 20 minutes)
You may find it useful, by way of consolidating your work on this chapter, to prepare a matrix similar to the one
below, drawing on examples from the chapter as well as on your own experience and observations. To start the
process off, | have placed the examples just mentioned in the relevant cells.

Accent Vocabulary Grammar Language choice
Unconscious Rojas-Drummond twins  Keeshan? Keeshan (Youssef,
convergence (Reading A) (Youssef, 1991) 1991)
Conscious Scottish girls? (Reid, Scottish girls Spanish American children
emulation 1978) (Reid, 1978) (McClure, 1977)
Conscious mimicry Ifshaqg (Rampton, 1996)

* X *
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We have seen that children start to learn the communicative norms of their community even before they learn their
first word. From a very early age, whether bilingual or monolingual, they become aware of the social significance of
different varieties of language, including different varieties of English, and learn how to vary their own language
according to the perceived context and the desired outcomes. However, before bilingual children can manipulate
their two languages to express social meanings, they first need to recognize them as two distinct systems: different
aspects of the languages appear to ‘separate’ at different stages in the child’s development.

Different identities and social meanings are expressed in some communities via different dialects, in others via
different languages, whereas in others codeswitching allows hybrid identities to be expressed and mixed messages to
be conveyed. Up to adolescence children are learning to use these different varieties and mixtures of language to
express their identities and achieve their goals, both as members of social groups and as individuals; sometimes
these different identities may reinforce each other, sometimes they may be in conflict. Adolescents are also
becoming aware of increasingly subtle aspects of language variation, as they become increasingly sophisticated
actors in and on the world.
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Reading A RAISING OUR TWINS BILINGUALLY

Sylvia Rojas-Drummond and Hugh Drummond

We are an Anglo-Mexican married couple resident in Mexico City and working at the National Autonomous University
for over twelve years. Sylvia is a native Mexican who studied English in school and university, then did her doctorate
in the USA and returned to Mexico. Hugh is a native Englishman who moved to Mexico after completing university in
England, then picked up Spanish as an adult, in social contexts. He also did his doctorate in the USA. Each speaks
the other’s language quite fluently, but with some errors of syntax, vocabulary, pronunciation and so on.

When our twin boys Alan and lan were born in Mexico City in July 1985, we established as a central goal that they
should learn both languages and be exposed to both cultures as much as possible. They need spoken and written
Spanish to participate fully as Mexican citizens and members of the international Spanish-speaking community;
likewise, they need spoken and written English to interact successfully in Britain and the USA and to gain access to
much scientific and technical literature. We expected it to be difficult to achieve full fluency in both languages, since
the boys would presumably tend to speak only the language that prevails in most contexts (usually Spanish), and
they might even confuse the two languages. We know many adults from homes with two native languages who
failed to learn one of their parents’ languages (and resent the failure). Hence, we adopted an explicit policy of
exposing the boys to both languages and cultures, and of encouraging them to speak English in particular (the
‘endangered language’ in the Mexican context), while at the same time keeping the two languages separate by
context.

At the time of writing Alan and lan are 9 years old and they are in the third grade of a bilingual primary school that
aims to expose children to both languages and both cultures, in all areas of the curriculum. It is populated mostly by
Mexican children but a majority of children have one or two native English-speaking

——

lan and Alan aged 6 years

< previous page page 71 next page >



Page 72
parents. About 60 per cent of class time is with a British or American teacher who speaks English and aims to refer
principally to British culture; 40 per cent of class time is with a Mexican teacher who speaks Spanish and refers
principally to Mexican culture. In the playground the children speak almost exclusively in Spanish, and most third
graders continue to struggle with English, even after several years of exposure (including preschool).
Alan and lan currently speak Spanish with native-speaker proficiency and accent; they speak English very fluently
but with a slight Mexican accent and some errors that are typical of native Spanish speakers. Also, their vocabulary
in English is mostly British, but they use some American terms (more possibly than Hugh). Their fluency in English
has enabled them to act frequently as classroom interpreters. However, they have not always been bilingual: both
have together been monolingual Spanish speakers and monolingual English speakers, in dramatic response to their
changing social and linguistic circumstances. Furthermore, the boys’ willingness and ability to speak each language
have fluctuated (in a very coordinated fashion for both) as the family has moved back and forth between Mexico
and England.
Although we have lived mostly in Mexico since the twins were born (a total of eight years), during the year that the
boys were 3; 1-4; 1 the family lived in Oxford, England, since Hugh and Sylvia were academic visitors on sabbatical.
On the basis of these geographic moves, the boys’ linguistic development divides-naturally into three phrases:
infancy in Mexico (0-3; 1), the one-year interval in England (3; 1-4; 1), and five years back in Mexico (4; 2-9; 2).
Ages are given here in the form:

3; 1=years 1 month

4; 1=years 1 month.
During their infancy in Mexico, Alan and lan spoke only Spanish, even though they had considerable exposure to
English: Hugh always spoke and read to the boys exclusively in English, whereas Sylvia used Spanish, and they
spent nearly as much time with Hugh as with Sylvia. The boys understood English as well as Spanish and they
relished English rhymes and fairy tales, but their emerging language production was all Spanish. Hence
conversations with their father were habitually bilingual: he spoke English and they spoke Spanish, with excellent
mutual understanding. Now and then Hugh would ask the boys to say something in English and they would comply
with a few hesitant self-conscious words, then revert promptly to Spanish.
Why did the boys choose Spanish? Probably this was not a result of a greater attachment to Sylvia, since lan (but
not Alan) actually appeared more attached to Hugh during the first two or three years. We suspect the boys’ choice
was a natural response to differential exposure to the two languages, and an adaptation to their social environment:
not only the boys’ mother, but their nanny, their Mexican relatives and all strangers spoke Spanish, so English may
have represented only about one third of total input. Thus, during this period all their productive speech was in
Spanish, although they could understand English. This monolingual situation changed radically after they turned 3
years of age.
When our family moved to England we spent the first month staying in Hugh's parents’ home in London. On the very
first day both boys started uttering phrases and sentences in English! It was as if their capacity for producing English
had developed to some degree but in a latent state, and it became manifest when the context called for it. As they
had been expecting, English language was all around them, and they responded by speaking more and more
English, both to parents and grandparents. Initially they seemed shy, and lan would mutter softly into his chest, but
confidence came very quickly and within a few weeks both boys were speaking English nearly as fluently as they
spoke Spanish, and rapidly building their active vocabulary.
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Near Oxford, the boys attended a village playgroup and frequently interacted extensively with their English-speaking
friends. Now they were living in an environment where their mother and a Spanish au pair were the only people
using Spanish; none of the children in their playgroup knew any Spanish.

As the weeks passed, their English increasingly lost its touch of Spanish accent (although never completely), and
they even began using English for talking together. The language they speak between them has been over the years
the best indicator of which language is dominant for them. This rapid orientation towards using English for
communication was accompanied by an increasing unwillingness to speak Spanish. Now even if Sylvia spoke to them
in Spanish they would reply in English. Also, when Sylvia took them to the nursery and as they were approaching
their friends, they explicitly asked Sylvia not to speak to them in Spanish, since they did not want to appear different
from the others. We think that it was the social pressure, as well as their own need to communicate and integrate to
this new culture as fast as possible, that brought on the dramatic change from being monolingual in Spanish to being
effectively monolingual in English.

This year was to be Alan and lan’s big, opportunity for becoming fluent in English. For this reason, combined with
their evident reluctance to speak Spanish, Sylvia spoke to them in English too. Now only the au pair ever spoke to
them in Spanish, and they almost always replied in English. So we decided to stop actively monitoring the
development of this language, and assumed, incorrectly, that their skills in producing Spanish were simply dormant.
We were therefore astounded when their Uncle Robin unwittingly tested their Spanish production one day by asking
them to translate an English sentence—and found that they apparently had none. Just five months into our stay in
England, the boys were apparently unable to translate simple sentences from English into Spanish. At first we
thought it was translation itself that they couldn’'t manage. However, over time we became aware that Alan and lan
no longer expressed themselves in their first language, although they clearly could understand when spoken to in
Spanish. This was not a cause of alarm; after all, within half a year we would be back in Mexico and immersion in
Spanish would soon restore their performance.

In September 1989 the family returned to Mexico. Alan and lan had just turned 4 years of age and were by then
speaking English like ordinary English children of their age and with a British accent. We remember vividly when our
Mexican family (including the boys’ cousins, uncle and aunts) picked us up at the airport; they all looked astonished
when they spoke to Alan and lan in Spanish (as they had always done), and the children simply declined to reply!
During the car journey to our home the children eventually produced a few short phrases in Spanish after being
instigated to repeat them, but only with a lot of difficulty and shyness, as well as with a strong ‘foreign’ accent. Their
capacity to produce Spanish had definitely become rusty.

Once back in Mexico, Hugh continued to speak to Alan and lan in English and they consistently replied in the same
language. Sylvia, on the other hand, went back to using Spanish. For a short while after our arrival, although the
children showed signs of understanding what Sylvia said, they responded in English. A few weeks later, however,
both children used Spanish when spoken to in that language, as they related more to their Mexican family and
friends. Impressively, the strong ‘foreign’ accent they had displayed when speaking Spanish on their arrival only
persisted for the first month or so. Then it gradually decayed and within roughly four to five months the children
were speaking Spanish fairly fluently, and without a foreign accent.
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A few months after returning to Mexico, then, the children showed their first truly bilingual production: consistently,
they spoke quite competently in Spanish with their mother, relatives and friends, and English with their father.
Interestingly, they continued speaking English together for up to seven months! But then a switch to speaking
Spanish together came, very rapidly and dramatically.

Hugh was absent doing fieldwork for a month between March and April 1990 when they first spoke Spanish
together. As Sylvia recalls, it was as if the switch happened from one day to the next, sometime in the middle of that
month. And since that day they have rarely spoken English together.

When Hugh returned, he was surprised to see that, not only were the children now speaking Spanish together, but
they were reluctant to speak in English to him. Within a few weeks, however, and through Hugh’s insistence, they
became again willing to speak to him in English. From this time onwards, the boys have shown an increasing
bilingual capacity, accompanied by a growing consistency for choosing the contexts for speaking either language and
automatic switching of codes in mixed-nationality social groups.

Although at present the children are quite fluent in both languages, apparently the two underlying language systems
are not kept completely apart. Influences have been evident in both directions throughout the boys’ development,
and occur at different levels. Some examples are phonetic, as when they have pronounced certain words as they
would be pronounced in the other language, or when reading or writing ‘phonetically’ in English (as is done correctly
in Spanish). Others are morphological, like lan incorrectly saying atachadas in Spanish—drawing on the English root
attach and adding the Spanish morpheme adas to refer to the past participle, feminine gender (i.e. attached), or
his invention of the Spanish word superba—from the English superb with the feminine gender morpheme a added.
Still others have been syntactic, like Alan referring to some blue shoes in Spanish as los azules zapatos—using the
English word order for noun and adjective, or his saying in English Till when are you coming back? from the
Spanish ‘Hasta cuando vas a regresar?’.
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At school, as well as at home, Alan and lan are gradually becoming literate in both languages too. At the beginning
both children read and wrote English and Spanish ‘phonetically’, (which, as mentioned above, is appropriate for
Spanish but not for English). This tendency in English has persisted for quite a while, but they are gradually reading
and writing better in both languages, and particularly in English, which is the more difficult language to grasp in the
written mode given the lack of close correspondence between writing and speech. Gradually, also, the children have
come to discriminate when reading in each language and to adapt their strategies accordingly. When this
differentiation started to take place, Alan would explicitly ask which language a certain text was in before starting to
read, apparently so as to adapt his reading strategy to that language. Nowadays their reading in both languages
comes increasingly naturally and easily. Here again, in general Hugh reads to them and they read to him in English,
while with Sylvia these activities are carried out in Spanish.

A nice example of the children’s handling of both languages in the written mode happened recently when they were
asked to put books in English on the right hand side and Spanish on the left hand side of a bookcase. The children
carried out this activity by themselves very accurately, and even subclassified the books into types within languages
spontaneously, labelling them in the corresponding languages (e.g. they wrote the labels ‘stories’ and ‘science’ and
attached them to the corresponding English subcategories, while adding the labels ‘cuentos’ and ‘ciencia’ for the
corresponding subcategories in Spanish).

Another interesting example of the boys’ capacity for automatic codeswitching happened recently when Alan was
reading the book Charlie and the Chocolate Factory to Hugh in English in Sylvia's presence. After reading for a
while in English, he would turn to Sylvia and narrate or explain to her previous events from the story in Spanish so
that she could follow the parts he was reading. Then he would continue to read in English to Hugh, stop to explain
again to Sylvia some events in Spanish and return to reading in English to Hugh, oscillating back and forth
spontaneously and accurately. Both children show this capacity in various situations, as when speaking in turn to
Hugh and Sylvia, naturally, rapidly and accurately switching back and forth between languages.

The children’s accents in English seem to us to be essentially British (resembling Hugh’s north-east London accent),
with some influence from Spanish and American English. However, we recently experienced a striking example of the
children’s tremendous linguistic adaptability. At Christmas Hugh'’s father and two nephews came from England to
spend a month with us. Just one week after their arrival, we could see signs of the boys, especially Alan, picking up
a stronger southern British accent, as well as a rapid incorporation of new phrases and vocabulary in their productive
speech. By the end of the month this influence was more evident still.

Experiences like this give us confidence that the children would be quite capable of adapting linguistically and
culturally again if we were to live in England. Indeed, on a recent visit to the USA, they conversed freely and fluently
with many Americans. At the same time, however, it reminds us that we must frequently seek out opportunities for
them to practise their English and relate to British culture if we want them to continue growing up bilingual and
bicultural—a challenge we face for many years to come.
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3

LEARNING TO READ AND WRITE IN ENGLISH

Pam Czerniewsko

Source: Wells, 1986, pp. 151-7.

3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter is about children’s early experiences of English as a written language and the first stages of their
development as literate language users. Becoming literate, in English or any other language, is not simply a matter
of learning how language is represented in writing, but also involves learning how written language is used in the
home and community. In the first part of the chapter | use examples to show how children can be involved in the
literate world around them from their earliest years, and long before formal schooling begins. | discuss children’s
early involvement in literacy as a social activity, and then go on to look at studies of how they first learn to read and
write. | end the chapter with a brief discussion of how early literacy experiences relate to children’s entry into the
education system.

3.2 FIRST ENCOUNTERS

In their interactions with others and in an environment of printed language, children try to work out the many forms,
functions and meanings of literacy. Before they go to school, most of them will have encountered different ideas
about what learning to read and write involves and will be aware of different expectations about when they will be
accepted as readers and writers by those around them. Children will use many strategies to work out what adults
are doing with newspapers, books, pens, word-processors and all the other things associated with literacy, and will
join the adult literate world in different ways. The anecdotes below (the first from my own experience) capture some
of the conclusions that young children have reached along the way to becoming literate in English:

A 4-year-old was drawing at his kitchen table when he began saying his mother’'s name over and over again. ‘You're
reading’ his mother exclaimed, realizing that he was reading aloud from a label. Delighted, the child rushed out of
the room. A few minutes later he returned holding a favourite book and said: ‘No, | can’'t read properly yet'.

In an Australian nursery, four-year-old Heidi drew a large detailed picture of a dog. Down the side she wrote some
letters (many from her own name). Asked by her teacher what her writing said, she replied, ‘I don't know’. ‘Well,
you wrote it’, her teacher replied; ‘I know’, said Heidi, ‘but | can’'t read yet'.

(Adapted from Cambourne and Turbill, 1987, p. 12)

Alison, aged 4 years, attending a nursery school in Newcastle upon Tyne (in the north of England), discovered that it
was not her turn to join her favourite ‘Soft Play’ activity. Several minutes later she went to her
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Figure 3.1 Alison’s list

teacher and presented her with a piece of paper saying: ‘I can go to Soft Play because I'm on the list. Look!" (see
Figure 3.1).

(National Writing Project, 1989b, p. 13)

In a London school, a child who recently arrived from Hong Kong was very surprised to be given a book that she
could not yet read to take home for her parents to read with her. Her experiences of reading had taught her that
books are the reward for learning to read the words and that you do not start with the book.

(Gregory, 1992)

The children in these examples have already had many lessons about literacy. Some may be familiar to you from
your own memories of learning to read and write or from helping young children to learn. Others may sound less
familiar. Through their daily interactions at home and in the community these children have developed some reader-
like and writer-like behaviours. They are beginning to understand how reading and writing are defined by their
community, how it affects people’s lives and what literacy will do for them. The young child’s first discoveries of
reading and writing have been termed emergent literacy by some (e.g. Teale and Sulzby, 1988), an expression
that captures how children who live in a literate community are in the process of becoming literate almost from
birth. They are learners who are participating in the language around them, finding out what it means to be a
speaker, reader and writer in the community in which they live.

A collaborative venture

The child is not alone in this discovery of literacy. As Bruner (1986) puts it, children are not on solo flights mastering
a set of skills but are involved in a collaborative venture:

I have come increasingly to recognize that most learning in most settings is a communal activity, a sharing of the
culture. It is not just that the child must make his knowledge his own, but that he must make it his own in a
community of those who share his sense of belonging to a culture. It is this that leads me to emphasize not only
discovery and invention, but the importance of negotiating and sharing.

(Bruner, 1986, p. 127)

< previous page page_ 77 next page =



Page 78

The range of sociocultural contexts in which English-speaking children develop as writers and readers is very great
and researchers are only just beginning to examine the effect of different cultural settings on how children learn to
produce and to understand texts. Each child will acquire a personal history of interactions with different language
varieties, different speakers, readers and writers. When a finding is reported based on one child’s reading and
writing, we need to question the extent to which those findings can be generalized to children’s learning in other
communities. There is much diversity among communities in which children learn to write and read English and any
conclusions that | draw in this chapter can only be partial.

Contexts for literacy

Studies of different communities demonstrate the broad range of literacy practices available. Schieffelin and
Cochran-Smith (1984), for example, have looked at literacy before schooling in three very different cultures: a
Philadelphia nursery school in the USA where children’s parents were literate in English and who placed high value
on reading and writing activities; a Kaluli community in Papua New Guinea where some adults learned to read
English at the local mission but where literacy played no part in the home activities and was not seen as important
for the children to engage in; and, thirdly, a Sino-Vietnamese refugee family in Philadelphia who were literate in
Chinese but whose literacy priorities focused on the functional need to learn English.

Schieffelin and Cochran-Smith found that the concept of literacy has many different meanings and many
implications. The children and adults that they observed were learning ‘a number of different kinds of literacy in
different ways and for different purposes’ (Schieffelin and Cochran-Smith, 1984, p. 21). For the Philadelphia nursery
children, literacy was a range of activities in which reading and writing were seen (among other things) as important
for self-expression, for learning about and telling others about their world, and for social transactions between
friends and adults. This view of literacy was in sharp contrast with the Kaluli literacy practices in which literacy was
not indigenous but brought in by members of a radically different culture (Christian missionaries teaching from the
Bible) who had their own agenda for its use. In Kaluli homes, literacy did not play a significant part nor was it
encouraged among children—in fact parents were found to discourage children’s interest in books. In the third
community studied, Schieffelin and Cochran-Smith observed that for the Sino-Vietnamese families in Philadelphia, an
English literate tradition is being added to an even older Chinese one. For recently arrived refugees, the acquisition
of functional literacy in English is a priority. Their involvement in English literature for personal expression and
enjoyment was not evident, and its eventual development was not certain. The authors conclude that ‘being literate’
can mean quite different things in different communities. As they put it: ‘Clearly, it is crucial that we do not equate
the form, function, and meaning of literacy events across cultures, communities, or social groups’ (Schieffelin and
Cochran-Smith, 1984, p. 22).

One consequence of this diversity is that it is difficult to describe the process of becoming literate in English in
general terms.
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Introducing literacy

How parents and community members introduce literacy to children or new arrivals is rarely discussed outside
academic circles. This is perhaps surprising given the amount of attention paid to literacy once school age is reached.
Hall (1987), in his discussion of emergent writing, suggests that parents often fail to notice children’s very early
writing and that researchers (mainly from the UK, USA and Australia), who have collected hours of oral language
from preschoolers, have not amassed anything like as many examples of mark-making activities. Similarly, while
much has been said about the language styles adopted by adults while talking to young children—often known as
‘motherese’ or ‘baby talk'—there is little equivalent data on the forms for introducing children to writing practices.
Adults’ styles of talking to infants are discussed in Chapter 1.

What writing and reading practices do children see during their early years and how do their early experiences of
literacy affect their development as writers and readers? Denny Taylor made an intensive study of literacy practices
among educated, literate households in the USA. She observed a range of literacy events—social events in which
reading and/or writing play a significant role—and described the ways in which adults introduce literacy to young
children as ‘an idiosyncratic process which can result in very different experiences for individual children who are
nevertheless successful in learning to read’ (Taylor, 1983, p. 13).

* * *

Activity 3.1 (Allow about 10 minutes)

A useful way to consider the range of literacy practices in a literate community is to begin by thinking about all the
literacy events that happen during the course of a day in your own life. Jot down some of the literacy events that
you encountered today before settling down to this chapter.

Comment

The list of literacy activities for my first hour of a day in my life at home in England looked like this:

e checking the calendar for the day’s appointments;

e helping my child with his reading book;

e reading over my older child’s homework;

e glancing at yesterday’s paper;

e looking up the TV schedule and setting the video;

e completing a coupon on a cereal packet and addressing an envelope for it;

e writing a shopping list;

e opening and reading letters;

e flicking through a mail-order leaflet for books;

e signing a birthday card.

* * *
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The flow of literacy
The list | provided for Activity 3.1 could easily be added to—the morning’s breakfast activities at my neighbour’s
house would include reading tea-leaves! Characteristically, in a literate community, a set of literacy-related activities
would be familiar and well rehearsed within a particular home, some even ritualistic. In this way, it is argued, they
become well learned by children from an early age. Many of the interactions with print will happen in combination
with different types of talk—oral reading of a family letter, discussion of the day’s events, or argument over a cereal
packet offer perhaps—and many will combine both reading and writing. Importantly, most of the activities are not
about reading or writing per se, but rather they concern the social organization of people’s lives. Some activities will
be compulsory (e.g. completing tax forms), others will be associated with particular family members (e.g. grandpa
always does the crossword), and a few may have restricted access (e.g. letters may be written in a language
understood by only some family members). Together, the events provide a ‘filter through which the social
organization of the everyday lives of the families is accomplished’ (Taylor, 1983, p. 26). Taylor makes the point that
children are not only learning about reading and writing, they are learning a lot about family life and the purposes
that reading and writing serve.

Chapter 2 in the second book in this series, Using English: from conversation to canon (Maybin and Mercer

(eds) 1996), is about literacy as social practice.

An enjoyable example of this came from my son when he was 4 years old. At breakfast one day, a letter came
addressed unusually to Pamela Czerniewska—I'm always known as Pam. My daughter who was sorting out the
post remarked on this and | explained that my full name was only used in very formal documents so this was either
bad news or it could be the long-awaited (small) tax rebate. It was, luckily, the cheque. Some weeks later, my son
called to me, ‘Pamela, Pamela come here’. He never uses my first name and Pamela was unheard before. | obeyed
and he presented me with 2p, saying, ‘Here’s your money. | called you Pamela because that's what you're called
when you're given money.’ The incident underlined for me how written language does not simply represent a visual
message, but, like spoken language, it is part and parcel of our interaction with experience. Literacy makes a
difference to the kinds of experiences we have and to the patterns we find in them.
From the very beginning, children growing up in communities where literacy plays an important part, act and react
to the experiences around them, making sense of its functions and forms. Examples show how taking part in literate
activities does not depend on being able to read and write in the adult sense. Favourite product labels, restaurant
signs and notices about missing cats and so on may be recognized long before individual letters are known. Where
children are encouraged to experiment with writing even before their marks are intelligible to others, they will often
produce ‘pretend’ shop signs, shopping lists, telephone messages and newspapers (see Figure 3.2 for example). The
function of these texts can usually be understood by the context. One 4-year-old, unable to read or write, insisted
on making and taking a newspaper when he was going out to a café. Interestingly, he called his paper the Daily
Planet, the name of Clark Kent's (aka Superman) paper, illustrating the influence of television on a child’s thinking
about literacy.
Accounts of children learning to talk (as provided in Chapter 1) show that children are very highly motivated to work
out how the language system works. For example, Donaldson (1984) argues that speech offers so many
opportunities for achieving personal and functional ends that, not surprisingly, children want to learn how to use oral
language: ‘In short, children have some good reasons
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(b) An invitation to a party (Narmada 3 years 10 months)

Figure 3.2 Examples of early writing

to want to learn and some good opportunities for doing so’ (Donaldson, 1984, p. 178). However, she goes on to
guestion whether writing will be seen as valuable to young children, as it ‘usually presents itself impersonally and is
inscrutable as to function’ (Donaldson, 1984, p. 178). The studies by researchers such as Taylor, quoted above,
would argue against her, showing the very observable nature of literacy events in many homes and how children
actively participate in reading and writing practices they see around them. Children’s early understanding of the
nature of literacy activities may be shaky—one child, aged 3 years, thought that all the letters put in the post box
(including those she ‘wrote’ herself) were for the postman. But these constructions of how things work serve to show
how children follow individual paths of literacy development. They are working out, through their interactions with
the practices of their community, how reading and writing function, albeit making quite a few mistakes as they go.
Taking different paths to literacy

The paths taken to literacy, as the earlier examples from Schieffelin and CochranSmith showed, vary from context to
context. Different communities will mesh written and spoken language together in different ways for any literacy
event, and the types of practices that are encouraged for different members of a community will vary as will the
value placed upon literacy. A number of ethnographic studies have been published over the last decade or so
showing differences in literacy practices. For example, Anderson and Stokes’s study (1984) of preschool children’s
experiences of literacy in San Diego, USA, categorized their data into domains of literacy that included: daily
living; entertainment; school-related activity; religion; general information; work; literacy techniques and skills;
interpersonal communication; and storybook time. There were three different ethnic groups represented in the study
—black American, Mexican American and Anglo-American—and Anderson and Stokes found considerable variation in
the
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experiences that families had with literacy across the domains. All had some contact with print and the differences in
the types of literacy experience were not determined by the ethnic background of the families. Where differences in
patterns of literacy activity did emerge between families was in the length of time spent on an activity. The Anglo-
American child tended to participate in a larger number of print-related activities but would not spend more time
overall involved with print. Put the other way, children from Mexican or black American homes tended to engage in
fewer literacy activities but these could be expected to last longer.
Shirley Brice Heath’s work (carried out a little before Anderson and Stokes’s) is perhaps the best known for its
unearthing of differences in English literacy practices among three US subcultures. Whereas differences between
Kaluli and Philadelphia families that Schieffelin and Cochran-Smith observed might come as no surprise, the contrasts
in behaviour between three literate and geographically close communities that Heath (1982a, 1983) found caused
conceptions of preschool literacy to be radically revised. Her focus was on ‘any occasion in which a piece of writing is
integral to the nature of the participants’ interactions and their interpretive processes’ (1982a, p. 93). Thus it
included events from filling in a form to singing with a hymn book. She observed closely three communities in the
American Piedmont Carolinas that she called Trackton, Roadville and Maintown. All of the communities were English
speaking and all the observed literacy was in English. Her findings showed how children learn from their culture
different means of using and making sense of print and different ways of relating their knowledge of the world
through talk and writing. In her words, communities introduce children to different ‘ways of taking’ meaning from
literacy events.
Children in the middle-class community in her study, Maintown, learned about literacy in an environment filled with
print and with information derived from print. From six months on, these children heard and responded to books and
referred to book-related incidents in their interactions. As they got older, Maintown children learned certain rules
about book reading, such as when
l‘s&.r_. ‘u-ﬁih B ot _'“' . ':r 1
. - ﬁ' -

< previous page page 82 next page >



Page 83

interruptions are allowed and the types of questions that can be asked. They also learned ways of talking about
texts and began to use the types of language structures more often heard in books than in speech. All this acted as
a useful introduction to the practices they later encountered in school.

At first, Maintown seemed to have much in common with Heath’s second community, Roadville, a white working-
class community whose members had worked for four generations in the textile mills. Here, as in Maintown, books
played a central role in children’s lives and their rooms were full of alphabet friezes, mobiles and the like. The
difference that Heath notes is in the use of books as teaching opportunities, times when children ‘got it right’, rather
than as opportunities for stories to be explored. The world of books entered far less into ‘real life’, and book reading
was less interactive between adult and child, especially when a child reached school age.

This last point is taken up again below when story-reading practices are examined more fully.

The third community, Trackton, provided a further set of contrasting uses of language. Trackton has a black
working-class community, historically connected with agriculture but more recently with the textile mills. A Trackton
child did not experience the baby paraphernalia of mobiles, friezes and pop-up books. The rich language
opportunities came not from books, but from adult talk and oral narratives. A child who experimented with adult
reading and writing behaviours was not seen as doing anything of special interest. But the environment was far from
lacking literacy and children often arrived at school able to recognize much environmental print. Reading in Trackton
was not a private affair, it was highly social, a time for discussion and negotiation of meaning. A letter, a set of
instructions or a story might be interpreted, reshaped and reworked through a lot of talk.

The types of contrasts drawn among the different communities reflect the range of interactions possible under a
label such as ‘reading a book’ or ‘writing a letter’. Each of the three communities intertwined talk and writing in very
different ways. Such evidence questions any simple oral-literate division, suggesting rather a set of features that
cross-classifies the groups. For example, Maintown and Trackton valued imagination and fictionalization, while
Roadville did not. Direct teaching about language was valued in Maintown and Roadville but not in Trackton.
Negotiation over the meaning of a book or letter happened in Trackton and to some extent Maintown, but was not
valued in Roadville. Children were seen as needing their own specially designed reading materials in Maintown and
Roadville but not in Trackton. When children, with their different experiences of interacting with print, enter school
they will find that only some of their literacy practices are valued. For some children, then, school literacy may seem
very different from the literacy found in their own homes.

The children in Heath’'s research were becoming literate in only one language, English, the dominant spoken
language, but her findings show how varied monolingual language learning can be. Often the children, especially
once they begin school, will be learning to switch between different ‘ways of taking’, which, as Romaine (1989) in
her overview of bilingualism has concluded, may be more complex than switching language.

In the chapter so far, | have tried to convey a picture of children, from their earliest years, encountering print with
its many functions, forms and purposes. Communities vary in the types of literacy events that are thought important
and in the ways that people interact with print-related activities. Children appear highly motivated to work out the
part that literacy plays in their immediate world, and
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many lessons about literacy will have been learned before formal schooling begins.

I will now go on to look closely at the writing system that children learning English need to work out, and give
examples of very young writers’ behaviour. After this, | offer a broad overview of young children’s reading
development with a particular focus on story-time. Finally, my discussion moves briefly into school settings and
raises a few questions about current educational practices.

3.3 BECOMING A WRITER

A 5-year-old, whose first language is English, came home from school and told his mother that in Egypt in the old
days they wrote in pictures. That was how he was going to read and write, he said, because it would be easy. He
proceeded to draw a picture with the ‘hieroglyphics’ for ‘mag’ and ‘pie’ in the top right-hand corner (Figure 3.3) and
then he read it aloud to everyone.

This anecdote—and many similar ones could be provided—illustrates the long and often complicated routes that
children take before discovering how the writing around them is organized. They will try out different ideas about
writing—testing, through their interactions with adults, what works and what does not. Some hypotheses will be
appropriate for their own writing system, some more appropriate for writing in another language. Often there will be
more than one writing system used in their home, and differences in their form and functions will be explored and
sorted out. The writing that goes on in these formative years does not consist of unstructured doodles; rather it
provides evidence of children’s search for the principles underlying the adult system (s).

Figure 3.3 Writing in hieroglyphics—‘magpie’ (Christopher aged 5 years 11 months)
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A child’s-eye view of print

To find out about the child’s search for the system, it helps if the world of print is seen through a child’s eyes. Adults
learn to filter out much of the print that surrounds them, often ignoring symbols from other languages that they
don’t understand and unconsciously categorizing symbols into different sorts of writing. A walk along a local shopping
street will demonstrate the diversity of written symbols from which children can begin to construct the adult writing
system.

The book Describing Language (Graddol et al., 1994) provides an introduction to symbolic writing systems.

For example, in my local shopping area (north London, England), there are street signs, posters, shop names and
flyers which use alphabetic script predominantly, though they also include syllabic symbols, numbers and
abbreviations where letters and symbols represent syllables (e.g. The Broadway N8; George Bros. Ltd; 3lbs for £1)
Just as noticeable are logographic symbols such as ‘H’ for hospital and ‘M’ for Macdonalds. In addition, there are
the pictograms such as road traffic signs and assorted symbols for ladies’ and gentlemen’s lavatories. A child’s
orthographic experiences will also include many non-English scripts such as, say, Chinese and Arabic which might be
used in their own homes or seen displayed on shop fronts and menus. It is clear that what children observe about
their community’s writing system involves much more than the written script used in one particular community.
Temple, Nathan and Burris (1982) summarize the learning process for US children learning to write English like this:
discovering how to write in English involves making choices from a very large range of alternatives. Children may
very well be more aware of the alternatives than adults are, because our long experience with alphabetic writing
tends to blind us to the possibility that there may be ways of representing words with symbols that are different
from the ways we do it.

(Temple et al., 1982, p. 15)

Examples of English children’s early writing illustrate some of the possibilities that children explore. Numbers, letters,
musical notation, non-English symbols and their own invented signs all occur in collections of emergent writing.

The example in Figure 3.4(a) overleaf was produced shortly after Hallowe’en. The arrangement of ghosts strongly
resembles a pumpkin, traditionally a symbol of Hallowe’en. This combination of pictures and symbols occurs
frequently in children’s early writing and seems to indicate that children are not simply learning to produce a written
script but are grappling with the many different iconographic elements of a cultural event. The example in Figure
3.4(b) was produced by a monolingual English-speaking child with one bilingual parent, who had seen Chinese
characters at school while learning about the Chinese New Year. He was adamant about the relationship between his
made-up Chinese characters and the English words. For him, learning to write was not confined to learning the
literacy of his home and school, it involved an exploration of different writing systems.

Bissex (1984) found in her studies of children’s writing that development in pictorial representation and use of
symbols was highly noticeable in many children’s early writing. She makes quite ambitious claims for children’s
literacy learning when she concludes:
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(a) ‘Ghost Sonqg’ using letters and musical notes
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(b) Exploring Chinese symbols
Figure 3.4 Further examples of early writing (Christopher aged 5 years 1 month)
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Often we [adults] do not appreciate the forms, used in other times and places, that children independently explore
but must unlearn as part of their schooling. We tend to see our writing system as a given and children as developing
toward it. Yet if we step away to gain a broader perspective in time, we see the writing system itself developing; we
see that the child’s literacy learning is cut from the same cloth as mankind’s written language development.

(Bissex, 1984, p. 101)

Working out the English writing system

The English writing system to the young child may well have a much broader definition than it would to adults. It
might well include pictures, like the heart in car stickers such as ‘I ¥ New York’. The division between pictorial
symbols and written symbols is a blurred one, so it is not surprising if children’s definitions of writing do not
immediately match those of adults. To understand better how children learn to write in English, the English writing
system needs to be looked at in relation to other systems. Of the many possible ways of representing language,
what does the child need to select as English?

Most researchers restrict the term writing to visual symbols that represent language and that do not represent
objects and events directly. But like many definitions this one is prone to leak! Two principles are usually identified
as the basis of the different writing systems: that symbols should represent meaning or that symbols should
represent sound. More frequently, scripts are a combination of the two. The different writing systems can be
categorized into three, fairly distinct, groups:

 logographic writing systems such as Chinese, where symbols are based on meaning more than sound;

« syllabic systems which use symbols to represent syllabic units of sound (e.g. Japanese uses a syllabic system,
though it also includes meaning-based and alphabetic units);

« alphabetic systems such as modern European languages where sound units predominate, though by no means
exclusively.

English has an alphabetic system which is mainly sound based, using an alphabetic script, but it also employs
logographic and syllabic symbols. As | mentioned earlier, children may be more aware of the different systems used
in English than adults are.

Is English easier or harder to learn than other languages?

Downing (1973) and Downing and Leong (1982) asked the question: how does the child’s experience of the task of
learning to read vary from one language to another? They looked at fourteen different languages, including English,
and identified some major tasks facing the young learner. One critical task is to work out which unit of speech is
coded by their language.

Describing Language (Graddol et al., 1994) explains the concept of ‘morpheme’.

In Chinese, the predominant unit on which writing is based is the morpheme. This is a linguistic unit that refers to
the minimal unit of meaning. It relates closely to a word, but is not always equivalent. For example the word write
is one word and
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one morpheme, while writer is one word but two morphemes: write+er, while writers is three morphemes:
write+er+s. The Chinese child, therefore, has to work out the relationship between the marks on paper and the
morphemes in the spoken language. A logographic language like Chinese will need many more characters than, say,
an alphabetic system—that is, there are many more morphemes in a language than there are speech sounds. It has
been thought that this makes the learning task far harder involving considerable memorization. However, most
Chinese characters also contain information about their pronunciation, a fact that, as Barton (1994) points out,
dispels the myth that Chinese children have to learn by memory 40,000 unrelated squiggles.

In contrast with Chinese, Japanese writing uses a predominantly syllabic system. Again, however, it is more
complicated than that statement might suggest, as four different scripts are used: hiragana, katakana, Chinese
characters and Roman letters. Downing (1973) points out that first reading materials use syllabic characters
exclusively, and only later will children need to learn the other characters. However, following the argument in the
last section, it is likely that Japanese children will have experienced many different writing systems in their home and
local environment and will have explored the possible relationships between speech and writing some time before
they reach the specially designed readers.

Alphabetic systems mark a further contrast in the learning task. By alphabetic is meant that written symbols largely
represent the phonemes of the language. The term ‘phoneme’ is used rather than ‘sound’ because alphabetic
letters represent only those sounds which make a difference in meaning. For example, the [p] sounds at the
beginning of pot and the end of top are different phonetically, but this difference is not used to make a contrast in
meaning—so they are classified as one phoneme /p/ represented by one letter p.

In some languages, for example Finnish, there is a very close relationship between the phonemes and the letters.
This means that a fluent reader familiar with alphabetic systems would soon be able to read aloud in Finnish, though
unless they knew some Finnish they would not understand what they read. Although English is a predominantly
alphabetic writing system, it may take a reader much longer to work out the relationship between letters and
sounds.

As the many jokes about English spelling demonstrate, the symbols in English often do not bear a direct
relationship with the sounds. Within English, there are many letter combinations which have to be memorized as
though they were logographs (e.g. knight, through) and others as though they were syllabic-based (e.g. the
ending -tion). The English spelling system also often contains information about the grammatical relationships
between words at the cost of losing phonetic information. For example, the past tense is commonly represented as
ed in the spelling, even though its pronunciation varies: compare, for example, the pronunciation of -ed in wanted,
laughed and called. The young child learning to read and write English seems to face a more challenging task
than, say, the Finnish child.

Apart from the task of working out how speech is coded in writing, Downing pointed out other aspects of the task
that differ between languages. One difference is in the way the temporal order of speech relates to its spatial order.
For example, in Hebrew, sounds are represented from right to left on the page, while in Chinese, the arrangement of
characters is from top to bottom. In Japanese, printing can be either vertical or horizontal, while in English it is left
to right. Another difference is in the design of the symbols. Arguably, simple shapes are harder to remember than
more complex ones; a view supported by the many
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confusions learners of English have with the stick-with-loop symbols p, b, d, and with g and g. Lastly, Downing
looked at possible task differences resulting from the relationship between characters and their names. Some letter
names in English have strong clues about the sounds they represent (for example, K kay, M em, S ess), while
others contain few such clues (for example, W double-you, and Y wy). However, the significance of this difference
is unclear as many children will learn to read and write without knowing the letter names.

In a similar way to Downing, Barton (1994) asks whether different writing systems have advantages for the young
learner: are some easier for the young reader or writer to learn? It seems that logographic systems like Chinese are
easier at first for the reader to learn. Interestingly, a child who begins to read English by recognizing whole words by
sight (i.e. without analysing their individual letters) is effectively interpreting English as logographic. Syllabic systems
such as Japanese appear easier to read than alphabetic systems, and Japanese children are reported to experience
fewer reading problems. The advantage of alphabetic and syllabic systems is that once the initial breakthrough
happens, any new word can (more or less) be worked out, while the learning of new logographs has to continue for
many years.

It is not clear whether there are advantages in the different systems for beginner writers. Learning to write English is
problematic because of the vagaries of the spelling system, but children can be very inventive and produce complex
messages that are intelligible to the reader. Other alphabetic systems are far more systematic in their
correspondence with the spoken language (e.g. Finnish mentioned above, or Polish). However, where the script is
predominantly sound based there is often also a complex grammar for the young reader/writer to learn. The
conclusion seems to be that the English writing system is different from other scripts in the advantages and
disadvantages that face the learner, but the effects are too complex to assess.

Children’s answers to English spelling puzzles

Downing’s and Barton’s comparisons are written at a very general level, starting with the differences between writing
systems and hypothesizing the implications for learners. Investigations that start by looking at the writing of young
learners reveal some ways in which children tackle the learning task, and can show up features of different
languages that account for children’s behaviour. Read (1975), for example, showed how some English-speaking
children used their knowledge of speech, of letter sounds and of letter names in order to produce their own invented
spellings. Some invented spellings can be worked out fairly easily by the adult reader—MI="my’, KAM=‘came’—as
they draw on knowledge of letter sounds and letter names. Similar knowledge is apparently used to produce the less
obvious spellings, like WHT for ‘watched’. A reasonable guess is that the child has linked the ‘ch’ sound with that in
the letter name for H ‘aitch’, and has used T to represent fairly accurately the sound of the final ‘ed'.

Later research by Read (1985) indicates some of the complexity of children’s understanding of language. He
observed that in their early spellings, English-speaking children often leave out preconsonantal nasals, that is, nasals
that come immediately before consonants as in nt, mp or nd. Thus children write bopy (bumpy), plat (plant) and
agre (angry). They do not omit the nasal sounds in
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initial and final positions (as in nit and tin) which suggests that children are trying to represent a phonetic fact in
the language which, as adults, we do not notice. Most adult English speakers are probably unaware that the nasal
sounds that occur before consonants are considerably shorter than the ones at the beginning and ends of words. A
similar phonetic difference in nasals occurs in Dutch, and children again omit the nasal letters in their early spellings.
However, when Read looked at the early spellings of French-speaking children, he found that there were far fewer
omissions of nasal consonants. At first, this seemed surprising. The only real difference between Dutch, English and
French to account for the spelling patterns used was that only French has syllable-final nasalized vowels, as in bon
[bO]. It might be, Read suggests, that this salient feature in French would lead teachers and parents to point out to
children this feature of their spoken language and its special relationship to written language. Whereas adult English
speakers are unlikely to notice the difference between the nasals in net and bent, French speakers are likely to
notice the difference between the spelling of bon and its pronunciation and explain it to learners. As Read puts it:
Each language poses certain puzzles for the beginning speller while making other choices easy. Only by studying a
range of languages can we have much confidence in our hypotheses about why children make the choices they do.
(Read, 1985, p. 401)

English writing is more than letters

As adults, we may think of the written word as quite distinct from other kinds of symbol systems. But, for children,
the world of print is not limited by the adult divisions into writing and not-writing. Mathematical and musical
notation, map signs, computer graphics, bar codes, punctuation marks, road signs and so on are there to be worked
out by children for their meaning and their place in the adult system. Numbers, for example, are syllabic-based
symbols which children learn to read and write alongside the alphabetic system of relating sounds to letters. Young
English-speaking children often use the words ‘number’ and ‘letter’ fairly interchangeably and they need to learn
that, in English, whereas the numeral 6, say, stands for the whole word ‘six’, the visually very similar b is a letter
that has no individual meaning. These other notation systems are rarely recognized as part of the literacy learning
process. A very simple example illustrates one child’s perception of the writing system:

A 5-year-old announced that he could write No. He went straight to the table and wrote: “NO MuM. This was what
was written in a book he’d just read, including the opening quotation mark. He added that he wrote MuM better
than in the book because he put big letters at both ends.

It rarely occurs to adults to point out which are the bits of writing that refer to the language and which are peculiar
to writing itself. Often it is the errors that provide clues about the task that young learners engage in.

To summarize the argument so far, children learning to read and write in English face, like all children, the task of
sorting through the available information about writing in order to work out the principles underlying their
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home/community writing system. For many children, there will be languages other than English used in the home
and local community and these may not be the same as the scripts used in school. Many children will become
biliterate at an early age while others will narrow down the system to just one written script.

Working out the principles of writing: some examples

Various researchers have looked at samples of children’s writing and tried to describe what children are doing. Marie
Clay (1975), for example, who has studied writing development extensively in New Zealand, talks about various
principles that she observed children exploring in their writing. These included:

e the message concept—when children start writing down messages;

e the copying principle—when children start copying symbols;

 the directional principle—when children start writing in a particular way across and down the page; this principle
is often explored further with experiments in mirror writing;

e the inventory principle—where children list all the symbols they know;

e the space principle—where children explore ways of separating words, for example with spaces or dots.

Principles like these do not appear to happen in any particular order, nor do all children exhibit them (though |
imagine that much evidence gets lost or goes unnoticed in most people’s houses). The examples in Figure 3.5
overleaf were produced over a five-week period by my English-speaking daughter, Alexandra—they are samples
from a particularly productive period in her writing development before she went to school, and show how much
goes on at the same time. She experienced no direct teaching, though writing materials were always available.
Yetta Goodman (1984), whose studies were mainly based in the USA, also identifies principles that guide children’s
emerging writing. (As with Marie Clay’s work, the term ‘principle’ seems to be used rather loosely—'strategy’ might
be more appropriate.) Her framework suggests three overlapping principles controlling writing development:
functional, relational and linguistic. The functional strand refers to a child’s learning about how language is used—for
example, labelling pictures or sending invitations. The relational strand captures a child’s attempts to find out how
written language corresponds with the world—for instance, whether there is a relationship between the size of an
object and the length of a word. Thirdly, the linguistic principle includes children’s explorations of how different
types of language require different types of language structures—for example, Dear Granny marks the beginning of
a letter while Once upon a time marks a story. Goodman views the children’s writing development as a process of
hypothesis making, experimentation and then refinement of hypotheses. As Clay put it: ‘The young child, who in the
past was assumed to be incompetent, has emerged as an active participant in the process of becoming a writer’
(Clay, 1983, p. 259).

While different researchers have come up with a variety of classifications of early writing, all the descriptions
recognize a child’s commitment to working out
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Figure 3.5 Examples of Clay’s principles. Alexandra produced (b) when she was 4 years 8 months, and

the other two examples at 4 years 9 months
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the writing system. Harste, Burke and Woodward (1981) describe this commitment after observing the writing of 3-
to 6-year-olds in the USA:

It is as if, among the 48 children studied, every convention that has been adopted by written language users
worldwide was being reinvented and tested by this group of very young language users. Some tried writing right to
left, others bottom to top, and a not surprising majority, given the culture they were in, wrote left-to-right, top-to-
bottom. The use of space in relationship to placeholding individual concepts posed difficult problems for these
children. Some used space and distance freely about the page, others drew dots between conceptual units, some
drew circles around sets of markings, others wrote in columns to preserve order, while still others spaced their
concepts using what we would see as the conventional form for this society... The symbol system itself proved no
less interesting. Children’s markings, while having many English language features, ranged from pictorial graphs to
symbol-like strings.

(Harste et al., 1981, p. 137; cited in Bissex, 1984, p. 101)

Cut from the same cloth?

The discussion of children’s early writing development has, so far, drawn mainly on samples of English-speaking
children, often from monolingual/monoliterate homes. Bissex (1984, quoted on p. 87) writes about universals of
literacy learning, and about literacy learning being ‘cut from the same cloth as mankind’s written language
development'. Such broad statements may lead researchers to ignore the complex range of literacy practices and
distinct literacy histories that exist in many communities. A child can experience many diverse forms and functions of
writing. Mukul Saxena (1993), for example, in his study of literacy practices of Panjabis in Southall, London, reported
the many choices available to the community for spoken and written communication. The dominant language in
Britain is English with its alphabetic Roman script. But the three main cultural groups—Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs—
use predominantly Urdu, usually written in Arabic script, Hindi, normally written in Devanagari script, and Panjabi,
normally written in Gumurkhi script—though each language can be and is written in the script of another. Factors
such as religion, age, schooling and social roles all affect the language (s) used in both speech and writing, with
many speaking and writing more than one. Literacy events in the home and community will involve a complex
interaction of different spoken languages and literacies. In planning a letter, for example, people might discuss the
contents in one language and write the letter in another, even switching between languages and scripts within a
letter.

When we look at the early writing explorations of children learning English, it is clear that young children who have
the opportunity to do so are able to develop two or more literacy systems alongside each other. An example of this
comes from an east London primary school whose pupils are nearly all bilingual, most speaking Bengali as their first
language plus some speakers of Urdu, Panjabi and Gujerati. As part of their involvement in the National Writing
Project (1990), Jacqui Clover and her team, which included bilingual teachers, worked with 5- and 6-year-olds,
developing their confidence as writers and their awareness of the functions of writing. The children made books, and
worked alongside adults who wrote with them and for them in a number of different scripts.
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Figure 3.6 Raki’s text

(National Writing Project, 1990, p. 40)

The writing produced by the children showed their considerable knowledge of various writing systems. Raki’'s piece
of work includes English, Urdu and Bengali (Figure 3.6). Interestingly, all were written left-to-right; she had not yet
adopted Urdu right-to-left orientation.

In another east London school, Lorna Drummond and Sati Sen observed the children’s writing in a number of
classroom play contexts, such as a post office, newsagent, hospital and café. Rujina Nessa (aged 6) wrote a letter to
her cousin in Bangladesh inspired by the pretend ‘post office’ (Figure 3.7). The text demonstrates the parallel
development of writing in her two languages: her Bengali text is very similar to her English text; in both she
combines consonants and vowels to make words.

Overarching questions

In this part of the chapter | have tried to describe some aspects of the process that the young child engages in
when learning to write in English. In order to do this it was necessary to show how English relates to other writing
systems and the choices children have to make about what belongs to English writing and what to other languages.
The complex cognitive processes involved need to be looked at, too, as the child works out the forms and functions
of English. As Bissex says: ‘To understand child mind in its engagement with written language, we need to be not
only psycholinguists, but comparative and historical linguists and cultural anthropologists’ (Bissex, 1984, p. 101).

A longer quote from the same article by Bissex acts as a summary to this section. It emphasizes how, while the
focus here is on becoming literate in English, the child engages not just in learning the bits and pieces of English but
works on the overarching questions about the nature of language.
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Figure 3.7 Rujina’s text

(National Writing Project, 1990, p. 42)

To look closely at child mind is to take it seriously. Children are small; their minds are not. Child mind is human
mind. Its contents are different from adult mind because it has had less time to gather information, to gain
knowledge from experience, to develop certain kinds of thinking and means of expression. And, probably because it
IS not yet completely acculturated, it is more of a world mind in the sense that it is open to trying options that other
cultures have developed, for example, in their writing systems... Although these options, whether conventions used
in writing (such as dots rather than spaces between words) or principles (such as letters representing syllables rather
than sounds), are discarded as part of the child’s literacy learning in his or her own culture’s system, exploring them
may function to define for the child the characteristics of the system he or she eventually adopts. They not only
reflect the scope of the child’s intellectual explorations but enable those explorations and the asking of those
unarticulated but overarching questions about the nature of written language.

Children reconstruct their language systems, both spoken and written. You cannot reconstruct a system by
accumulating bits and pieces of information; you reconstruct it by discovering, through all the specific information
you know about it, what its principles are—the rules by which it works. Children, in searching for order, assume
order exists in
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the world. Independently they all invent virtually the same systems—for syntax, for example, or invented spelling
—which bespeaks something more at work than immature minds in isolation. The immediate context in which
learning takes place has been attended to in recent ethnographic research, but there exists also a broader context of
historical and universal dimensions, which somehow is internalized. Or let us say that child mind possesses
structures isomorphic with historical and universal ones. This is not surprising, since human intellectual history has
been shaped by the same human mind in which child mind participates, and because language universals are
universal by virtue of their greater cognitive simplicity.

(Bissex, 1984, p. 100)

3.4 BECOMING A READER

Many of the arguments about children’s early writing development in English can also be offered to explain the
processes involved in learning to read. Children develop a network of understanding about literacy, one that helps
them discover principles of reading and of writing. It builds on the understanding usually already developed about
spoken language and is part of the ‘continual process of experimentation, risk-taking and negotiation, in purposeful,
intentional ways’ (Wray, Bloom and Hall, 1989). With a developmental perspective, the child is seen as actively
involved in working out the literacy practices before schooling begins and without qualified instructors. This is not to
deny the importance of schooling but refocuses attention on the ability of children to use their interactions with
family and community members as the starting point for their literacy development. There is plenty of evidence that
children do not wait until school before they start reading. Parents will often testify to a child’s ability to recognize
their favourite ice-cream from an advertisement and many will ‘read’ the labels as they go round the local shops or
recognize street names and signs. They might not know the relationships between English symbols and their sounds
but they have no problem in reaching the meaning. Children’s understanding of environmental print is seen as an
important route to literacy (Goodman, 1984) though not the only one. ‘Multifaceted’ is a term often used for the
reading process and perhaps its many different sides account for the heated arguments that often occur about the
most effective ways to teach reading.

Reading development and phonological awareness

There is an interesting line of research on early literacy development which has linked children’s ability to read
English to the extent of their awareness of the constituent sounds of the spoken language. One of the leading
researchers in this field, Peter Bryant, explains the principal hypothesis behind this research as follows:

Most literate people (or at any rate people who read and write an alphabetic script) are well aware that words and
syllables consist of smaller units of sound. This form of awareness is usually called ‘phonological awareness’, and
there is a strong possibility that it plays an essential role in learning to read.

(Bryant, 1994, p. 2246)
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The kind of evidence that Bryant and others have offered to support this view includes the following:

e measures of young children’s sensitivity to sounds in words before they learn to read—for example, their ability to
recognize rhyming words—are good predictors of how well they will succeed when they begin to read (Goswami and
Bryant, 1990);

e many people designated as dyslexic (i.e. people without relevant physical handicaps whose reading falls far behind
their other intellectual attainments) have been found to have very poor phonological awareness (Ellis, 1984;
Snowling, 1985).

Some researchers, including Bryant, have studied the effects of teaching young children to recognize the constituent
sounds of words, and concluded that it does in fact help their reading progress (Bryant and Bradley, 1985). They
argue for the importance of talk activities which focus children’s attention on the phonemic structure of English
words, such as reciting nursery rhymes and playing other rhyming games (Bryant, Bradley, Maclean and Crossland,
1989).

What do children think readers and writers do?

One strand of the network of literacy understandings that has intrigued (and amused) researchers is the perceptions
children have about reading/writing and readers/writers.

* * *

Activity 3.2 (Ongoing)

If you have access to a young child, you might like to try to find out what they think you're doing while you are
reading. You'll need to be quite subtle in your questions but most children enjoy saying how adults behave. You
might try sitting reading to yourself and when this attracts interest ask the children what they thought you were
going.

Gillian Lathey (1992) tried doing the type of investigation described in Activity 3.2 in her attempt to uncover some of
the ways in which 3- and 4-year-olds thought about the process of reading. Armed with a pile of picture books and
her own books, she stationed herself in a London nursery’s book corner reading silently. Children’s natural curiosity
helped her get into conversations like this:

Lathey: You know when I'm reading something like this—what do you think—what do you think happens? How do |
do it?

Ben: By talking like this: (he holds the book and runs his finger backwards and forwards along the fly-
leaf) Chatter chatter chatter chatter chatter chatter

(Lathey, 1992, p. 74)

Ben, like a number of children, associated reading with talking. After all, for many children hearing books read aloud
will be the most familiar experience. Some,
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though, made a distinction between oral and silent reading. Two children’s sophisticated understandings are
expressed in this extract:

Lathey: I'm just going to read this bit to myself. You watch me. (There is an interested silence as she reads.)
Now then. Do you think | was reading that, Ben? (Ben shakes his head.) Ben doesn’t think | was. Do you
think...? (Sade and Oleuwaseun nod.)

Sade: Yes I think you...

Lathey: (to Ben) Why do you think I wasn'’t reading it?

Ben: Because you weren't talking.

Sade: No, because you didn't hear her talking.

Lathey: But, sometimes, you know when grown up people read books like this, they don’t talk do they? Or do they
always talk do you think?

Sade: No.

Oleuwaseun: They don’t have to. They can if they want.

Lathey: And what do you think is going on in their head when they’re reading it silently like that, Seun?
Oleuwaseun: Some people read quietly.

Sade: They—they're reading it in their head they are.

Lathey: They're reading it in their head are they?

Sade: In the brain. They go dm dm dm dm dm dm dm dm dm...

Lathey: Do they?

Sade: ...talking...

Lathey: So, they're reading it in their brains and it's going dm dm like that inside is it?

Sade: Yes.

(Lathey, 1992, p. 75)

Sade’s and Oleuwaseun’s construction of silent reading must, Lathey argues, have been influenced by the adult
models at home—each one had a parent who was a college student. Other children had picked up less accurate
ideas about reading from their observations: one child insisted that proper reading involved following the line of print
with your finger. Some ideas will need to be modified later, like Yassin's surprise that an adult from outside could
know the story in a book that was found inside the nursery. Children’s perceptions can change quickly and can be
affected by the conversations adults have with them. Lathey concludes that nurseries have a role in providing
models of adult reading and in talking with children about the processes involved.

What do authors do?

With a similar interest in children’s understanding of literacy practices, Sue McCaldon and Linda Jones (1989) asked
4- and 5-year-olds in Manchester, England, about writers: who they are and what they do. Their classrooms, one
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in a middle-class suburban area, the other in an inner-city area, with children from many different ethnic groups,
were linked by their common curriculum emphases on authors and being an author. Attention was always drawn to
the authors of books read in class and the children were encouraged to see themselves as authors of their own
books: of recipe books, storybooks and so on. The teachers observed that children were often able to link books by
author. One child, for example, said, ‘He wrote I'm Coming to Get You didn’'t he?’ while the teacher read Tony
Ross’s story The Enchanted Pig. Some of the responses were less clear:

Tariq: It's by Tony Ross 'cos he’s an author.

Teacher: If Tony Ross is an author what does he do?

Tarig: Brings books, he sleeps in a bed.

(McCaldon and Jones, 1989, p. 75)

It is unclear, the teachers remark, whether Tarig's understanding of authors is somewhat abstract or whether he is
unable to express his understanding. As with all studies of children’s perceptions you need also to ask what sense
the child made of the adult question—no doubt, Tony Ross does sleep in a bed! The children’s responses to other
questions revealed how well children use all the available evidence to reach their conclusions—even though they
may not match the adult definition. For example, authors were closely associated with illustrators (the two often are
the same for picture books). An author is:

‘someone who colours books'’

‘a person who can make books. A man that paints flowers and pictures.’

(McCaldon and Jones, 1989, p. 75)

Authors also faced difficulties similar to those confronted by the children. They needed to be clever ‘because they
have to be careful with the things that they do, they are not allowed to rub out’ (McCaldon and Jones, 1989, p. 75).
They also made books by ‘folding pieces of cards and making pictures’ (1989, p. 75). The children were very positive
about themselves as authors with remarks such as: ‘I'm an author, because I make lots of books. Mummy writes the
words and | do the pictures. | tell her what to write.” (1989, p. 77).

When asked whether a monkey could be an author, children were quite sophisticated in their reasoning against this
idea. Two 5-year-olds explained: ‘No, monkeys can't write...they haven't got the right sort of head... No, they're
pets, animals can't write.” A 6-year-old elaborated: ‘No...because monkeys are animals ...people can talk and animals
can’'t.” (McCaldon and Jones, 1989, p. 76)

These examples of children’s perceptions of reading and writing demonstrate, once again, the interest children have
in the literacy process and their continual engagement in the task of making sense of it all.

Makers of meaning

The picture of the child that emerges from studies like these is of a ‘maker of meaning’. This is in contrast with
models of learning which see the child as a ‘receiver of knowledge’. The theories about reading development over
the last 20
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years, particularly those emerging from US, UK, New Zealand and Australian studies, have shown a marked shift
away from reading as a skill to be acquired towards reading as a system of meaning to be discovered by the child.
US researchers such as Frank Smith (1978) and Kenneth and Yetta Goodman (Goodman et al., 1978) were
influential in the 1970s in many English-speaking countries for their then radical views about the role of the child as
the central agent in the reading process. Reading happens, they argued, not because children have been fed
information about shapes, sounds and words, but because they approach any text with the assumption that it is
going to make sense and that they can work out that sense by using everything they know about spoken language
when attacking written language. From this perspective, a child who looks at a page that says The elephant
walked out of the gate and reads ‘The elephant went out of the zoo’ knows an awful lot about language and
reading, whereas a child who reads ‘goat’ instead of ‘gate’ in that context may know about initial consonant sounds
but is not using her or his knowledge of language to produce a sensible text.

Kenneth Goodman wrote about reading as a ‘psycholinguistic guessing game’ with children’s errors being seen as
windows for the researcher into the reading process. Smith and others argued that children were ‘readers’ as soon
as they looked at all that print around them and began making sense of it. They should be welcomed as new
members to the reading club, joining the community of readers and writers (the language Smith uses is very
seductive!). Following their lead, various new approaches to the teaching of reading have developed. One argument
that follows from the emphasis on the child’s role in finding meaning from print is that any reading activities that
remove the sense of texts, such as meaningless exercises in letter sounds, or the use of reading primers with highly
controlled vocabularies, will mystify rather than help the apprentice reader. UK and US teachers, in particular, have
moved over the past few years towards the use of real books and reading schemes as opposed to specifically
designed basic texts that often use artificial language. There has been and will no doubt continue to be considerable
controversy about the ‘real books’ approach.

Time for telling

In the discussions about the child as the meaning maker, the importance of literacy practices that involve interaction
with family and community members is often singled out. Bedtime stories, shared reading sessions at school, and
television programmes like Sesame Street that expect children to join in, are viewed as valuable learning
experiences. Storybook reading in particular, it is argued, is able to provide all the conditions you need for learning:
enjoyable, motivating content; intimate adult-child interaction; potential for the child to see what adults do and to
exchange roles when appropriate; a variety of stories available to suit different needs and prevent boredom; and a
potential close link between home and school practices helping the child’s transition to school. Some of these claims
are examined more closely below. However, it should be remembered that researchers such as Brice Heath, and
Anderson and Stokes (see section 3.2) showed that bedtime stories are only a small part of the literacy domains that
children experience. Furthermore, children’s interactions with print may be rich and varied even when story-reading
happens infrequently.
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* * *
Activity 3.3 (Reading A)
Now read the article by Henrietta Dombey, ‘Some lessons learnt at bedtime’ (Reading A).
Before reading, you might like to think about any bedtime story sessions that you have shared with a child, or
experienced yourself as a child.
* X% *
Henrietta Dombey writes: ‘It is hard to see significance in the comfortable and familiar’. But Dombey’s close attention
to the language interaction, her observations that include and go beyond the intimate moments between mother and
child, reveal many significant events. A primary lesson, she concludes, is the one about relationships between parent
and child. Often the emotional experiences of story-reading begin for children as young as 6 months, ‘as mothers
and some fathers read to their children, enveloping the child and the book together into an emotionally satisfying
literacy event’ (Y.Goodman, 1984, p. 138). Many children, too, will have learned that bringing a book to a busy
parent will often ensure getting her/his full attention for a few minutes at least.
Book reading in these contexts does not begin with the deliberate intention of teaching the child how to read.
Parents may assume that it will help in some way but it is probably separated in their minds from what will go on
later in school reading lessons. Dombey shows how Anna and her mother’s verbal interaction is very unlike that
found in many school settings. Exchanges between pupils and teachers in British classrooms have been shown to be
characterized by the teacher introducing a topic often with a question (initiation), the pupils giving an answer
(response), and then the teacher acknowledging the pupil’'s response (feedback) (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975).
Such an IRF exchange might go like this:

In Chapter 4 of this book, Neil Mercer discusses IRF exchanges and other features of English as a classroom

language.

Initiation Now then, do you think the fox can get out of the way?
Response Yes
Feedback Good, he could get out, couldn’t he?
Importantly, pupils rarely initiate these exchanges and even more rarely would they give further feedback to the
teacher’s response. In the exchange between Anna and her mother, there are no such conversational rights nor
specific ‘teaching’ demands:
Her mother does not see her job as ensuring either that Anna has ‘understood’ each new word or structure, or that
she can give a literally faithful account of the events of the story. Indeed, there is an implicit assumption that to do
any of these things would be to distract attention from the central activity.
(Dombey, 1992, p. 34)
A transcript such as Dombey’s cannot capture, as she points out, all the nonverbal interaction which is so essential
to story-time; it is an intimate time, where children can learn the rhythms of texts that will, according to Dombey,
support their later reading and writing development.
Margaret Meek, another British researcher who values story reading highly, discusses the importance of children
hearing stories that are written by ‘those who
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take children seriously as readers’ (Meek, 1988, p. 14). Texts that help children to read, she argues, do more than
tell a story. They ‘recruit’ children’s imaginations as Bruner (1986) puts it, letting them play around with possible
worlds. In Dombey’s article, Anna and her mother speculate about other endings for the fox and hen, ‘mother and
child are creating a story world and moving about inside it, making judgements on its elements and exploring its
possibilities and laws’ (Dombey, 1992, p. 33).

Creating new meanings

The story-times that Dombey and others are calling attention to are times when new meanings are created. For the
parent and child in the example there is not one meaning, not one way of reading the book. Rather, there is the
opportunity of many different meanings developing through the connections made between text and life experiences.
‘In this way literacy becomes implicated in the creation of ways of thinking’ (Barton, 1994, p. 147).

Carol Fox (1989) has looked at the way stories can create new meanings from a slightly different starting point. She
has analysed the oral stories of young UK children that were collected by their parents. The influence of stories the
children had heard was obvious, but what was fascinating was the way their stories demonstrated how story
structure can support and generate new knowledge. The story extracts below demonstrate how well young children
could express concepts of size and shape, and use mathematical operations that, in a school context, they would
probably find more difficult:

‘there’s witches all around our country’

‘There’s ten witches in our country’

‘Oh God, there’s three in our country so we’ll have to kill thirteen now’

Josh, 5:9

- w
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and they have houses shaped a diamond with triangle windows and square doors, not oblong ones like you do have,
square ones
Sundari, 5:7

and the choodya [a monster] came but it was very small for us [children] but big for them [teddies]

Jimmy, 4:9

(Fox, 1989, pp. 30-1)

Fox says of these examples: ‘Telling a story makes cognitive demands which push children towards new relationships
and decentred viewpoints so that they reach beyond their age in development’ (Fox, 1989, p. 31). Because they can
immerse themselves in their imaginative storytelling, new exciting kinds of thinking can emerge.

Creating conflict

There is an assumption in what Dombey, Fox and others write that books and their possible worlds are
unproblematic. But children can face considerable conflict in the stories that they read, especially if what they read in
a dominant language does not represent their own community’s culture. There is also the assumption that the
attitudes to reading found in one community will be the same in another. Reading in the research described above is,
without question, seen to be fun and emotionally satisfying. But what happens when reading is defined differently by
adults? Solsken (1993) for example found in her study of children in the USA that not all parents treated reading as
fun. For many parents, reading was viewed as ‘work’ and, furthermore, it was often seen as a female activity. As a
result, boys, in particular, were sometimes found to resist reading activities. A closer look at the assumption that
bedtime reading is a ‘good thing’ for children’s later success at school reveals that a more complicated relationship
exists between literacy practices at