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They Be Taggin, Don't They?:
The Acquisition Of Invariant Be

Janice Jackson, Eliane Ramos, Fred Hall, D'Jaris Coles, Harry Seymour,
Mike Dickey, Kimberly Broderick, & Bart Hollebrandse

University of Massachusetts at Amherst

Introduction

Does African-American English (AAE) have a separate grammar from
Standard American English (SAE)? AAE has a number of distinctive features,
several of which have been discussed extensively in the sociolinguistic
literature: the variable use of third-person singular -s; the absence of plural -s;
the variable use of the copula; and others. (See Labov, 1966, 1969a, b, and
Fasold, 1972 for discussion.) Perhaps the most distinctive feature of AAE is
habitual or invariant "be". An example of invariant "be" is found in (1) below.

(1) a. He be sleeping (AAE)
("He sleeps repeatedly, at specific points in time, over time.")
b. He is sleeping (SAE)

Invariant "be" appears to be a feature unique to AAE; no other variety of
American English has a similar marker. SAE does not have any direct
correlate to invariant "be"; the same meaning can only be expressed through a
paraphrase involving adverbials (like the SAE paraphrase of (1a)).

The semantic and syntactic properties of invariant "be" are different from
those of "be" in SAE. Semantically, invariant "be" denotes a habitual action or

state, as the SAE gloss of (1a) suggests. Syntactically, it does not function as
an auxiliary. This is illustrated in (2) below.

(2) a. He don't be sleeping. (AAE) N

b. He isn't sleeping. (SAE)

If "be" in (2a) were an auxiliary, it would appear to the left of the negation
"not" (which appears as the cliticized form "n't" here). If it were an auxiliary,
"be" would be negated with "isn't", as in the SAE example in (2b), or by
analogy "ben't" (which is ungrammatical in AAE).

This paper reports a study which was conducted to determine whether
AAE and SAE speaking children were sensitive to the difference between
invariant "be" and other auxiliaries. Children were presented with sentences

involving invariant "be" and asked to provide tag question continuations. An
example is given in (3):

(3) Adult: She be sleeping
Child: She be sleeping, don't she?

© 1996 Janice Jackson, Eliane Ramos, Fred Hall, D'Jaris Coles, Harry Seymour, Mike
Dickey, Kimberly Broderick, and Bart Hollebrandse
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in (3) ("don't she") represents the grammatical response 1n AAE. If
%(m SA(E)hgve different grammars, then SAE.and AAE speaking children
should treat invariant "be" differently. AAE speaking children should not tn?al:
"be" as an auxiliary (like inflected forms of "be"). They should tag it w;t
"don't,” as in (3) above. Since they do not have a separate representation for
invariant "be" in their grammar, SAE speaking children should tag it as they
tag other forms of “be," with an inflected form, as in (4) below.

(4) Adult: He be sleeping
Child: He is sleeping, isn't he?

The tag study reported here was designec! to see whether AAE and ilAE
speaking children would treat "be" as an auxiliary or not. If AAE s'peah.nfl
children have a different grammar from SAE spt'ez.lkmg children, one in vlv1 mid
invariant "be" is represented differently from au>'uhary forrps of be, they s ottlj1
tag "be" differently from how SAE speaking .chxldren"ta'g it. To th.e extent dat
SAE and AAE speaking children treat invariant "be" differently in the study,
they are showing that they have different grammars.

Invariant BE _ .
As mentioned above, invariant "be" denotes a habitual action or state.

invariant "be" " " _- she analyzes it as a marker
Green (1993) labels invariant "be aspecgual be st ly '
ofr habi(tual aspect, which occupies a distinct syntactic position. The gloss in
(5) below reflects this aspectual reading. (The example is taken from
Smitherman, 1977.)

(5) My father, he work at Ford. He be tired. (AAE)

"My father works at Ford. He is tired at repeated, speciﬁc(: Sizt];;vals, over
e (Smitherman, 1977)

Aspectual "be" indicates that the prediqate fpllowing it ("tir.ed," in thk:S caset)
holds of the subject at repeated, specific intervals over time, in the past,
uture.

pres‘;?lt\:ai?:n{ “be" always expresses this "timeless” reading. It cannot be us§d
to denote a specific action/state which holds or happens oply once, or ';t the
moment of utterance. In order to express such a readxqg_, in which the
predicate that holds only at the moment of utterance, an auxiliary (such as an
inflected form of be) must be used. This is illustrated in (6) below.

(6) a. She be sleeping. (AAE)
She is sleeping all the time. (SAE)

*She is sleeping (at the moment).
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b. She (is) sleeping. (AAE)

S o e e

She is sleeping (at the moment) (SAE)

>raN&

*She is sleeping all the time.

Invariant "be" can only express the quasi-timeless, aspectual. {eading, as"t.hﬁ
ungrammatical gloss in (6a) indicates. Similarly, the auxiliary form "is
(which may optionally be left out in AAE) can 'on!y express the momentary
reading, as the ungrammatical SAE gloss of (6b) }nclilcat.es. ) o

Invariant "be's" semantic behavior in AAE dxstmgmshe§ it from auxxllanqs
like inflected forms of be, such as "is." Its syntactic beha\flor also'separatesilt
from auxiliaries. Green (1993) shows that aspcctpal/irwan':ant "be" must be in
a position below Neg in the syntactic repres.entatlorvll.. Be. always appears to
the right of negation ("not" or "-n't"), triggenpg "do" insertion. Am.ulxanel:s(,i in
contrast, must appear to the left of negation. They do not trigger "do
insertion. This is illustrated in (7) and (8) below.

(7) Auxiliary "be"

a. He (is) sleeping. (AAE) *
b. He is not/ain't sleeping. f
c. *He don't be sleeping. : ;
(8) Invariant "be" i i
a. He be sleeping. (AAE) Y

L
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b. He don't be sleeping.

c. *He be not sleeping.

The inflected "be" auxiliary must move to a positic?n to the left of thc? negation
"not"; it cannot trigger "do" insertion (as shown in the ungrammatlcal' (Tc)).
Invariant "be" cannot move to a position to the left of "not," hpwever; it must
trigger "do" insertion. Agaitr:, invariant "be" behaves differently from
iliari ch as in inflected "be." .

aux}!;‘alfgz Sllllave been a number of analyses of inv.ariant "be" designed t(? *_‘l‘ .
capture its syntactic and semantic behavior .(Déc!lam.e, 1993; Green, 199A3, _

Lasnik, 1994). We will adopt Green's analysis which is presented below. As i
mentioned above, Green (1993) analyzes invarian% "be‘: as an aspect marker. It ; &
is generated in the head of an Aspect Phrase, wtnch sits above VP and below ;
Negation. This structure is illustrated in the tree in (9) below.
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{AUX} Asp le
"be" V

The fact that "be" is generated below Negation accounts for its syntactic
behavior -- it cannot move from the head of AspP, so "do" must be inserted in
the Aux head. Auxiliaries, on the other hand, are generated in the head of
AuxP, above negation. They appear to the left of negation, in the position
where "do" is inserted with invariant "be". Under Green's account, the
different syntactic behavior of auxiliaries and invariant "be" stems from the
fact that they are generated in different positions.

"Be's" semantic behavior is explained by its position as the head of AspP.
Green claims that all aspect markers in AAE (such as "be," "been," and
"done") are generated in AspP, which is the locus of aspectual interpretation in
AAE. "Be" is the marker for habitual aspect in AAE, and as such, it is
generatéd in Asp and does not move from there. Auxiliaries (such as "is")
cannot mark habitual aspect because they are neither generated in nor move to
Asp. They are generated in Aux, above Asp, and therefore cannot move to it.
No auxiliary will ever be able to express an aspectual reading associated with
Asp in AAE (such as habitual aspect), since auxiliaries never occupy the Asp
position. Invariant "be" (which is base-generated in Asp) will be able to, since
it is base-generated there.

This analyses makes a prediction regarding tag questions. In tag
questions, everything below Negation in the syntactic structure (i.e., to the
right of "not") is deleted in the tag. This is shown for a tag question involving

the modal "can" in (10) below.
(10) a. She can sleep.
b. She can sleep, [Cp [caln't]k]; [Ip she [1¢ ] [Neg tkl @ 111?

If invariant "be" is below Negation, then it should be deleted in the tag portion

of a tag question. "Do" will be inserted and invert in the tag. This is illustrated
in (11).

(11) a. She be sleeping.
b. She be sleeping, [CP [do[n't]k]; (1P she [1t ] [Neg k] @ 11]?
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Green (1993) confirms this prediction for adult AAE speakers. Adult AAE
speakers tag invariant "be" with "do." If AAE speaking children are making
use of the same grammar as AAE adults, they should tag "be" with "do," as
well. If SAE speaking children are using a different grammar from the one
AAE speaking children are using, they should tag "be" differently.
Specifically, if they are using an adult SAE grammar to analyze "be", they will
most likely analyze it as an auxiliary, like other forms of be. This was the

prediction tested in the study presented below.

Method .

Subjects
The subjects were 15 African-American and 15 White fifth graders

attending the same western Massachusetts elementary school. The subjects
were randomly selected from 2 fifth grade classes. Children receiving special
education services for academic or speech/language concerns were excluded
from the selection process.

Stimuli
Sentences with tag questions were designed based on previous data which

indicated that invariant "be" most frequently occurs in conjunction with
internal state verbs , adjectives and action plus -ing constructions (Blake,
1993a; Blake, 1993b; Green, 1993). Equal numbers of sentences with action
verbs, state adjectives, "size" adjectives, and emotional state adjectives were
developed. The following are examples of such sentences:

Action verbs: He be running

State adjectives: He be hungry

Size adjectives: They be big

Emotional state adjectives: She be happy

Additionally, equal numbers of sentences were developed which included
the adverbial phrase "all the time." This phrase was added to further highlight
the habitual nature of invariant "be". The following are examples of such
sentences:

She be jumping all the time, don't she?
She be playing all the time, don't she?

Two puppets and 5 "power ranger” dolls were used in the tasks to provide
subjects with referents to the sentences.
Procedures

Students were trained on how to make a tag question and several training
items were administered to ensure that children could easily perform the task.
Training instruction was the same for each subject. The modals "can't” and
"won't" were targeted in the training exercise in order to allow for an
understanding of tag question formation without biasing subjects toward "do"
insertion . For example:

He can run ------ > can't he?
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Sentences were read to the children who were instructed to repeat the sentence
apd add a question. Three separate individuals scored the subjects responses
simultaneously as the task was presented to ensure a high level of reliability.
Each child was tested individually.

Results

. 'ljhe results revealed that when presented with sentences containing the
invariant form of "be", AAE speaking subjects produced tags with "do"
gnsert?on 78.1% of the time, while SAE speaking subjects tagged with "do"
insertion only 7.8% of the time. A 1 way ANOVA determined a significant
difference between these proportions (Table 1, Figure 1).

Do Insertion

% of tags with
"do" insertion
F =66.054, p =0.000

AAE [SAE
.

(Table 1)

"Do" Insertion by Dialect

Z Toga with ~“Do~ Insertion

Figure 1
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Predicate type (e.g., action, state etc.) also yielded a significant result. Action
predicates were more likely to be tagged with "do" than any other type of
predicate for both groups (Table 2, Figures 2 & 3).

"Do" Insertion by Predicate Type

1.0 |-
Predicate Type - = 0.9
[[Action | Emotion | Size State If 2
AAE [| 87.7% 70.4% 72.0% 74.4% ( v o
SAE [[21.0% 5.5% 5.5% 6.1% Q@ 0.7
F=8514, p=0.000 . (Table 2) . 0.6
s
a o.5
]
F- 0.4
&
ol
P 0.3
]
g 0.2 STATE
& 0.1 [d SIZE
N E EMOTION
0.0 | > N ACTION
Do'" Insertion by Predicate Type Predicate Type
Figure 3 SAE
1.0
. 'ljhe. presence of the adverbial phrase "all the time" was not statistically
e ] significant in increasing the likelihood that either SAE or AAE speakers would
= e tag with "do". (Table 3, Figure 4).
B
§ 0.7 Adverbial Phrase
g [aaE SAE_
' No Adverbial 74.3% 83%
| 0.5 Phrase
= o4 Adverbial 77.9% 11.1%
+ Phrase
B 0.3
> F=1.269, p=0.269 (Table 3)
81 0.2 A STATE
¥ F] SIZE
x 0.1 @ EMOTION
0.0 H ACTION

Predicate Type
Figure 2 AAE




372

"Do" Insertion by Adverbial Phrase

Z Togs with “Do~ Insertion

o1 ] ADVERB
) ] g B NO_ADV
0.0

AAE vs. SAE
Figure 4

igni interaction between predicate type
IﬂtefaCti.OD effe:éfl;ggzln;l:rzsgeng;l(cl:a:;.t ;Ii‘:r?i;icantly increase any of thfe t[:re;:l‘lj--
o havmgl'akn lihood of being tagged with "do". Also the presence 0 t (es a
Serbial phea ed'd not significantly effect the likelihood that el.ther group ar
A phraS:ld 1tag with "do". Finally, no significant interactlon"wa? Fevzarz:i (e;n
g;::véEca: tﬁg 2 groups and predicat;. tt);\pe. Ih: ;?rggiﬁiar:smwci)tfh ggti (;rr:s;redi-

i oth gro , :

2;::: igr:; i;itrislivlv(:yptfi)?ttagzzd witl%"doIj than any other predicate type.

: i . - - AE.
Dlscgg:l?,:ve presented evidence for 2 d.lstmct gl’fl(;n?l:.;st?g .II’ESE Saer:lc:eices,
ican- ican children consistently inserted “do !
African ﬁ:‘ner;)ce as if it is below IP, possibly in an :Aspect F:'l:jrafet, ats;l artghl;ese
:Jhuz}trzan (1g993) In contrast, White children rarely inserted "do" to tag
y ) » " " » . . . hin m. '
treating "be" as if it is wit ‘ i
Sent?ﬁ:i%tctrif an intgeraction effect among predicates and whfen ztl:v ;d(;,iz:i ;:c[
hrase ("all the time") was added provides _furt'?ler"suppor; OL two distinct
ran rs. Since AAE marks habituality with "be", the a verk ha% ety
gram{nare.dundant. On the other hand, SAE does notk mar habituality
:;enrtzgtically therefore the adverbial phrasehcandngltinr;::z:1 ]ea rzr;:' Jifferenee,
’ i an
ults may prove very useful in researc
I:g sSeAfEspopulatg,ons must be clearly distinguished.
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