uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu

Loyola University Chicago

Loyola eCommons
Dissertations Theses and Dissertations
1981

The Acquisition of Semantic Information in Preschool Children

Shirley K. Morgenthaler
Loyola University Chicago

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss

6‘ Part of the Education Commons

Recommended Citation

Morgenthaler, Shirley K., "The Acquisition of Semantic Information in Preschool Children" (1981).
Dissertations. 2114.

https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/2114

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses and Dissertations at Loyola eCommons.
It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Loyola eCommons. For more
information, please contact ecommons@luc.edu.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.
Copyright © 1981 Shirley K. Morgenthaler


https://ecommons.luc.edu/
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss
https://ecommons.luc.edu/td
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss?utm_source=ecommons.luc.edu%2Fluc_diss%2F2114&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/784?utm_source=ecommons.luc.edu%2Fluc_diss%2F2114&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/2114?utm_source=ecommons.luc.edu%2Fluc_diss%2F2114&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ecommons@luc.edu
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

THE ACQUISITION OF SEMANTIC INFORMATION

IN PRESCHOOL CHILDREN

by

Shirley XK. Morgenthaler

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School
of Loyola University of Chicago in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

May

1981



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The author 1is especially indebted to Dr. Gwendolyn
Trotter for her help in directing the course of this
dissertation. Her guidance, support and intellectual
challenging have been deeply appreciated. A special word of
thanks is also given to the other members of the committee,
Father Lawreﬁce Biondi, Dr. Todd Hoover, Dr. Jack Kavanagh,
Dr. Lucinda Lee Katz andg Dr. Ronald Morgan for their
support, interest and contributions to the study.

Special thanks go to Dr. Peter Becker and Dr. Carla
Berry for their help in conceptualiz;ng the theoretical
basis of thke study. Their nelp in <clarifying and focusing
the study were invaluable. David Snvder and Marcia Witte
have been helpful in the execution of computer work, which
was also deeply appreciated. A Faculty Fellowship from Aid
Assoclation for Lutherans helped to make the work possible.

Finally, the author's students helped the progresc
of the study through their questions, interest, intellectual
exchanges and Awilling assistance. Special thanks are due
the author's husband and family for their endless patience

-and support throughout this consuming work.

ii



VITA

The author, Shirley Kloha Morgenthaler is the
daughter of Roland Carl Kloha and Hattie (Schmidt) Kloha.
She was born September 13, 1938, in Bay City, Michigan.

‘Her elementary education was obtained in the
Lutheran schools of Bay City, Michigan, and secondary
education at the Michigan  Lutheran Seminary, Saginaw,
Michigan, where she graduated in 1956.

In September, 1956, she entered Concordia Teacher's
College, River Forest, Illinois, and 1in August, 1959,
received the degree of Bacnelor of Science with a major in
elementary education. While attending Concordia Teacher's
College, she was active in the religious discussion group
and speech club. During 1958 and 1959, she was a staff

writer for The Spectator (college newspaper). In 1971 she

entered National College of Education, Evanston, Illinois.
In September, 1972, she was awarded a'graduate fellowship in
education at National College. In June, 1973, she was
awarded the Master of Arts in Education: Early Childhood.
She has done post-graduate study at Rosary College, River
Forest, Illinois, in children's literature.

Since September, 1959, she has been involved in

iii



teaching. She began in suburban Chicago Lutheran Schools.
Currently she is Director of Early Childhood Education,
Concordia College, River Forest and holds Illinois
Elementary, Secondary and Early Childhood certification as
well as the supervisory endorsement.

She has been married since 1960 to Robert C.
Morgenthaler. They have three children: Diane, Daniel and

Lynélle.

iv



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKI\]O‘\TLE DGEMEI\]TS . . L] . L ] L] L] . L] . . . L] L ] . 1 2 .

viTA .

. . . . 3 . . . . L L] * L] ) . . . . . .

TABLE OF CONTENTS . ¢ ¢ ¢ 4. ¢ o o o o o o « o o o 4

LIST OF TABLES . . . . L] » . » . . . . L) . . L] . .

LIST OF FIGURES . - . L ] . - . L . L d 3 - LJ . . - . L]

CONTENTS OF APPENDICES « v o o o o o o o o« o o o .

Chapter

I'

IT.

IIT.

INTRODUCTION o ¢ & ¢ ¢« o o o o o o o o o

PUYPOSE « o ¢ « o o o o o o o s o o o o
Statement of the Problem . . . . . . .
Experimental Hypotheses . . . . .
Null Hypotheses . . . . « « . « .
Limitations and Definitions . . . . . .

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE . . . . . . . . .

Introduction .+ « o &+ &« « &« o « o« o . .
Overview of Research in Early Semantic
Acquisition e e e e s e e e e e e
Specific Factors Influencing Semantic

Acquisition e e e e e e e e e e e
Semantic Acquisition in the Context of
Social Interaction . . . + « ¢« + .« . .
The Functions of Speech for the Child

-Communicative Competence . .« + « « «

Ideosyncratic Language . . « « & o o
SURMAETrY + « o o« =+ s o o o o o s o o o

I\'IETHOD * . - . s . » L) . . . . . . . . .

Hypotheses . . . « « + ¢ « o « « « o+ .
Sample Population . + + ¢« « « &+ ¢ &+ o .
Procedure . « + « + o v 4+ 4 + 4 e 4 e
Design and AnalysSiS « « &+ o o o o o o
Task Description . « + « o o« o o o +

Page

ii

iii

viii

x1

[

16, ISR NN

10
16

19
20
22
23
26

30

30
31
33
33
35



1Vv.

V.

Description of the Experimental Setting .
Materials and Instrumentation . . . . . .
The Galumph .. . . + « « « « & .- .
Materials Used as Choices for the
Galumph v ¢ ¢ 4 ¢« o o ¢ ¢ ¢ o « o
Description of the Observational
Procedure . . ¢ + ¢« + ¢ ¢ ¢ e 4 e
Standardized Vvariables . . . . . . .
Verbal Behavior Coding . . . . . . .
Description of the Research Assistants
Training Procedures . . . « « & & « o +
Summary of Variables . . . . . . . .

RESULTS  + + v o o o o o o o o o v 0 v o v .

Results of Tests Run on the Individual
Task Scores with the Main Independent
Variables . . . . . . ¢ o e e s 4 e s
Results of the Tests Run on Total Change
with the Main Independent Variables . . .
Results of Tests Run on Total Change with
the Verbal Behavior Variables . . . . . .
Charting of Semantic Maps . « « « « + o =«
"Amphibian-like" semantic map . . .
"Child-like" semantic map . . . « .
"Bird-like" semantic magp . . . . . .
Change Scores as Related to Semantic
Mapping .« o ¢ o o o« 2 o o s e o s a4 e e e
Suammary of Results . .« +« « ¢ « + « ¢« +

DISCUSSION . - L4 L] ; . L] V. » . . L] . L] . » .

Summary of the Tested Hypothesis . . . .
Implications of the Tested Hypotheses . .
Developmental Maturity and Semantic

Acquisition . « + .+« « ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ . o .
Developmental Maturity and C
Communlcatlve Competence . . s e s

Gender and Cognitive Confllct « e e
Egocentricity and Response to
Cognitive Conflict . . « « ¢« ¢« « .« .
Limitation of the Study . . « « « « « + .
Suggestions for Future Research . . . . .
Educational Implications of the Study . .
Adult/Child Conversation . . . . .« .
Egocentricity and Ideosyncratic
Language . « .+ ¢ s s 4 s e s e s s e
Importance of Personal Experience .
Ascription of Human Qualities to
Fictional Beings . « « « + « « « o o

vi

37
38
38

39

40
41
43

45
47

51

52
57

68
81
82
84
86

88
88

91

91
94

94

95
97

98

100
100

102
102

103
105

106



Proyision for Socialization . . . . . 108
A Flnal word [ . L1 ] . . . * . L] L ] . » L ] 109

BIBLIOGRAPHY v & & o ¢ ¢ o o « o o o o s o o o o ¢ o o 110
APPENDIX A . & o & o o o o o o s o o o o o o o o o o« o 118
APPENDIX B 4+ v o & s 4 e o o ¢ o o s o o o s o o o o« o+ 122
APPENDIX C v ¢ ¢ ¢ o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o s « o« 134
APPENDIX D ¢« v &« 4 o & o s o o o o o o o o s o o o « « 137
APPENDIX E &+ ¢ o o « ¢ o o o o o o o o 4 s o o o o« o« o« 141
APPENDIX F v ¢ o ¢ o o o o o o o o o o o o o o » o« « o 144
APPENDIX G & ¢ ¢ « & o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o« o« 149

APPENDIX H . . . . . . . . . . . L] . . 0 . . . . . . 167

vii



10,

LIST OF TABLES

Verbal Behavior Code for Dyad Task .

Assignment of Dyads to Research. . .

Assistants for Verbal Behavior . . .
Coding * . L) [ . 1 ] L] - - * - o . . .

Summary of Variables . . « « .+ .+ «

Means and Standard Deviations. . . .
for Group, Gender and Covariates . .
of Analysis of Covariance. . . . . .

Analysis of Covariance of Individual

*

Dependent Variables (Incorrect Choices

for Galumph) with Main Independent .
Variables (Hypotheses One and Two) .

Analysis of Covariance of Individual
Dependent Variables (Correct Choices
for Galumnph)} with Main Independent.
Variables (Hypotheses One and Two) .

Analysis of Covariance for the Total
Change of Choices for the Galumph. .
from Individual in Dyad Task . . . .
(Hypothesis Three) .« . « « « « « « &

Multiple Regression for the Total. .
Change of Choices for the Galumph. .
from Individual to Dyad Task by. . .
Independent Variables (Hypothesis.

THYe€) o v o « o o o o o o o o o o

Multiple Regression for the Total. .
Change of Choices for the Galumph. .
Individual to dyad Task by Verbal. .

Behavior (Hypothesis Four) . . . . .
Descriptive Data Relative to . . . .
Discriminant Analysis. . . « « « . .
(Hypothesis FOUTL). « « v o « « s o

viii

L

Page

44

46

49

53

55

56

59

62

69

72



11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Discriminant Analysis on Gender. . .
for Verbal Behavior (Hypothesis. . .
four) L) L) . . L ] L] * L] Ll . . L d L] . * L)

Discriminant Analysis on Gender. . .
for Verbal Behavior (Hypothesis., . .
four) . . . . L4 L] L] . L . . . L4 L) L] -

Intercorrelation Matrix for change .
Scores from Individual to Dyad . . .
Task with Verbal Behavior Scores . .

Canonical Correlation Relate List. .
$#1 for Change Scores from Individual

.

to Dyad Task with Verbal Behavior Scores

Canonical Correlation of the Change.
Scores with Verbal Behavior for the.
Total Group (Hypothesis Four). . . .

Mean Change Scores by Gender for the
Prototypical Semantic Maps . « . . .

ix

73

74

76
77
78

79

80

89



Figures

1.

lO.

Total Change

LIST OF FIGURES

in Semantic Map

from Individual to Dyad Task . .

Mecan Total Change in Semantic. .
Map from Individual Task to.

Dyad Task by

Gender. . .+ .+ .

. .

Mean Total Change in Semantic. .
Map from Individual Task to.

Task by Age.
Scatter plot
Semantic Map
Dyad Task by

Total Change

Individual Ta

. - . - . . . .

of total Change
from Individual
Age L] L L4 . . L)

in Semantic Map
sk to Dyad Task

Age and Gender .+ .« + ¢ ¢ o

Total Change

in Semantic Map

Individual Task to Dyad Task
Assertive Behavior . . . . .

in.
to.

. L3

from
“.( .

|9

from
by.

.

Total Change in Semantic Maps from
Individual Task to Dyad Task by.
Gender and Assertive Behavior. .

Semantic Map:

Semantic Map:
Childness. .

Semantic Map:
Birdness . .

Concept including.
Amphibianness. . « « « +« «

Concept including.

. . . . . . . .

Concept including.

. . . . . . L] L]

.

Page

58

61

63

65

66

67

83

85

87



CONTENTS OF APPENDICES

Page

APPENDIX A Summary of Pilot Study . . . . « « + « . . . 118

APPENDIX B Collection of Independent Variables . . . . 122
APPENDIX C Socioeconomic and Bilinguality Data . . . . 134
APPENDIX D Supporting Letters . . ¢« +« ¢« « ¢ ¢ &« « + + o 137
APPENDIX E Consent FOrmsS . . . ¢ ¢ « « « s « o « o« « » 141
APPENDIX F Scripts of Individual Task Stories . . . . . 144
APPENDIX G Videotape Transcripts . .« « « + « « « + « o 149

APPENDIX H Semantic MaPsS =« « « « o 2 & &+ o s o« o &« « »+ 167

x1



CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Purpose

The field of language study, especially early
language acquisition has concentrated on descriptive and
longitudinal research for the past decade. This has been an
important contribution to the understanding of language
acquisition. The wofk of Lois Bloom (1970) 1in the careful
study of her daughter's language acquisition has provided
information regarding language production. The work of
Roger Brown (1973) with Adam, Eve and Sarah has made a
significant contribution to the further understanding of
productive language development. Michael Hallidav's (1975)
record of his son's language acquicition contributed in
terms cf how children learn to expresce meaning. Janellen
Huttenlocher (1974) described the acquisition of receptive
meaning of four children under two years of age. These
studies are a small but representative sample of recent
language research whicn has concentrated on children 1in
small numbers and also on children's language acquisition

before the age of three years.
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Although the greater body o©f language studies have
concentrated on the very young child (birth +to age 3),
studies have provided evidence that lenguage acquisition
continues beyond this age. Carol Chomsky's (1969) study of
the acquisition of syntax in elementary school age children
has shown that some syntactic forms are not completely
understood until the age of ten. Other studies, such as
Clark's (1971) study of the acgquisition of "before" and
after” have focused on the acquisition of meaning 1in
individual children beyond the first three years.

How preschool <children acquire and also modify
meaning, or semantic information, is the area of study to
which the present investigation has been directed. How
‘young children acquire meanings of words which represent
objects and ideas and how these words and ideas are placed
into the child's existing "semantic map" (Bowerman, 1978) as
he or she gains communicative competence have Dbeen
systematically studied.

The population for the present study was relatively
large by present language research standards. The sample
included thirty-two <children enrolled in a laboratory
nursery school of a private parochial college in Illinois.
These children were asked to perform a task both

individually and in randomly assigned dyads.

The first task, which children were asked to perform

individually, was to select the appropriate objects as
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important to the nonsense being, the Galumph, that had been
presented to them in a story. The second task was performed
in the randomly assigned dyads or pairs. In this task, the
two children were asked to perform the task together (i.e.,
selecting the appropriate objects for the nonsense being).
The two children had been told different and conflicting
stories about the Galumph which then needed resolution.

Throughout the study and analysis of the data
derived from the task performances, the 1investigator

attempted to find commonaiities in how preschool children

-impose their own semantic maps or organization of meaning on
unfamiliar information presented to them and how they
resolved the reception of conflicting information.

Since much of the information which young children
acquire 1is 'gained at least in . part through verbal
communication, the effectiveness of this verbal
communication (adult/child, child/child) is an important
factor in early childhood education., A more complete
understanding of both the nature and function of semantic
acquisition in the preschool child's learning 1is essential
to the planning of effective programs for these children.

How thoroughly ﬁeachers understand the 1issues
related to semantic acquisition affects the quality of
Programs provided for young children. The works of Reich
(1976) Bowerman (1978) and Litowitz (1979) are important

contributions to the understanding of the individual child's
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semantic acquisition. This present work adds to the study
of individual semantic acquisition and also focuses on the
dimension of child/child interaction (communicative

competence) as a part of semantic acquisition.

Statement of the Problem

The present study takes the study of semantic maps
(Bowerman, 1978) and communicative competence (Tough, 1977}
and combines them into a two-part analysis of <children's
integration and adaptation of new information.

The  Zfollowing hypotheses are germane to this
research. Experiments Number 1 and Number 2 shall be
discussed in greéter depth under the section entitleq

Procedure.

Experimental Hypotheses

The semantic map which a preschool <child possesses
and/or acquires is related to his/her age, language facility
in both expressive and receptive language, assertiveness in
a social setting and self esteem.

The communicative competence of a preschool child as
shown by his/her verbal behavior in a social dyad 1is also
related to age, language facility (expressive and

receptive), assertiveness and self esteen.

Null Hypotheses

Hl: There 1s no significant difference between
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Croups A and B in ‘the items chosen as important to the
Galumph and placed in the Galumph's "environment."

H There is no relationship between the semantic

L
maps (as evidenced by choices for the Galumph 1in the
individuzl task) and the main independent variables of age,
gender, self esteem, assertive behavior, receptive language
and expressive language.

Hy: There is no relationship between the change in
the child's semantic map (from individual task to dyad task)

and the child's age, gender, self esteem, assertive behavior

and language facility (expressive and receptive).

H4: There is no relationship between the
communicative competence of the cniid (as measuvsa by the

verbal behavior variable) and the child's change in semantic

map from the individual to the dyad task.

Limitations and Definitions

This study was limited to preschool <children (ages
3-5) who were enrolled in a laboratory nursery school of a
private parochial college in Illinois duriﬁé the 1979-1980
academic year. It was limited to those children whose
parents had selected this setting as an appropriate early
childhood learning environment for their child.

The following definitons of terms shall be used for
the purpose of this study:

Assertiveness shall be used to mean the degree to
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which the child exerts an influence, either by positive or
negative means, verbally or non-verbally, upon people or
things in their environment. |

Capitulative verbal behavior shall be used to refer

to those verbal comments made by the child which are judged
tc be a form of capituiation or "giving in" to another
child.

Communicative competence 1is the «child's verbal

ability as measured by performance in making oneself
understood to another person.

Concept shall be' used to mean the cognitive
framework within which the child places information which he
or she acquires.

Dissonant shall be wused to refer to information
given to the child which appears to be incompatible with the
child's existing cognitive framework. |

Language facility shall be wused to refer to the

child's ability to use oral expressive and receptive
language to communicate about events or concepts.

Nonsense being shall be used to refer to the object

which is used as a part of this study and 1is also referred
to as the Galumph. This object has been constructed to be
as neutral as possible - looking unlike any animal, bird or
fish which the child may be able to recognize.

Self esteem shall be used to refer to the children's

attitude toward their ability to do, to make the impact they



desire upon their environment.

Semantic shall be used to refer to the particular
aspect of language acquisition by which the <child attaches
meaning to objects, persons, and/or events.

Semantic map shall be used to refer to the apparent

mental semantic organization into which the child has placed
information about objects, persons, and/or events.

Social context shall be used to refer to the

interactive milieu within which the child shall be expected
to interact with another child in order to arrive at mutual

semantic parameters for the nonsense being.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction

It has Dbeen only in the ‘past two decades that
widespread interest in the systematic study of child
language has erupted. This study has been influenced by the
work of other investigators. Piaget's work, beginning in
the early part of the twentieth century, focused on the
unique quality of the individualAchild's thought as it was
evidenced by his language. This study was focused on the
development of thought with only sporadic attention  to the
nature and role of language.

The work of Noam Chomsky has also influenced the
study of child language. In his theory of linguistic
competence he included the theory of an innate mechanism,
genetically determined which is wused by the <child to
construct language (Chomsky, 1971). This view 1is now
recognized to be 1inadequate as an explanation for the
child's acquisition of language (Dore, 1978).

The continued study and interpretation of Piaget's

work has placed additional doubt on the theory of an innate



9
mechanism for language. Piaget's premise of interactionism
(Kohlberg and Mayer, 1972) appears also to shed some light
on the question of language acquisition. The theory of the
interaction of the individual (innétism) and the environment
(associationism) upon each other appears to have
implications for the study of <child language (cf. film
"piaget on Piaget”). This interaction appears to have been
implied and/or accepted by several researchers (Duckworth,
1979), but has not been clearly identified as an area to kte
studied in relation to language acquisition.

In the past decade én ever—-increasing number of
researchers have begun to investigate how young .children
acquire language meaning. This research - has been widely
diverse, from the study of precursors to language to the
study of the context of speech and then how the acquired
language functions for the child. |

Of particular interest as a foundation for the
research problem at hand is the current research literature
on the acquisition of meaning in child language. There are
also several factors of child development which need to be
considered for their potential influence on the <c¢hild's
acquisition of meaning. It will further be of interest to
briefly examine the literature regarding early language
development as it affects the child's continuing acquisition

of meaning.
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Overview of Research in Farly Semantic Acquisition

One of the basic pre-speech acts which infants and
mothers perform is that of pre-linguistic communication
(Bruner, 1978). This communication has been described by
researchers in a variety of ways. It appears that there are
several factors involved which may all be considered to be
precursors to language.

One of the pre-speech factors which has been
identified is the process of interaction between mother and
child which begins early in infancy (Snow, 1977a). This
interaction appears to be as much the responsibility of the

child as the mother (Bruner, 1978b).- It can involve smiles,

)

gestures, requests, responses. On the part of the chilg,
these may or may not be accompanied by vécalizations. They
do, however, receive a vocalized response from the mother.

The mother and child appear to develop a "format"
(Garvey, 1974) or set of habitual exchanges that provide the
basis for 1interpreting the intent of the communication
between mother and child. This involves non-linguistic
signaling in which both mother and c¢hild initiate and/or
respond to the initiations of the partner.

It appears that much of the early format of this
intercommunication is in reality the mother's response to
the child's vocalizations, a filling of the space in between
the child's cooing which then in effect creates the format

of dialogue. In this way the child is prepared for later



11
dialogue in which his/her own early words Dbecome a factor.
The mother then employs a highly stylized form of dialogue
with the child, altering it as the child grows in both
responses and linguistic understanding (Bruner, 1978b).

Another factor which appears to be involved in
pre-speech communication is that of intentionality. One
researcher (Sugarman-Bell, 1978) has postulated that during
the pré—verbal period there is a development of qgeneral
communicative and intentional marking. It appears that
infants intend to communicate, although it is unclear when
this intentionality comes into being. One factor may be
that mothers respond to infants as if the infant intended to
comrunicate something. Thus the mother's attributirg of
intentionality to the . infant may 1in effect produce the
intent (Bruner, 1978a; Dore, 1978). It further appears that
the <child, in responding to the mother's interaction,
incorporates prior knowledge into his reportoire toward the
aéhievement of competence (Bruner, 1978a). It may be that
this intentionality is adopted by the child for use in peer
communication during the preschool years.

Another factor in the acquisition of early
productive vocabulary is that it is related to the child's
cognitive development (Huttenlocher, 1974; Brunér, 1978b,
Duckworth, 1979). 1t appears that the child produces words
for which he or she may have already developed concepts.

The «child then maps the adult's word for this concept,
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continually expanding and refining the definition of the
word by observing the adult's wusage 1in a variety of
contexts. Later the c¢hild may also redefine words in a
context which includes other children. This topic will be
discussed in greater depth in a later section. During the
early stages of language production, a careful observation
and analysis of the child's word usage will indicate hcw the
child then defines the word for himself (Edwards, 1978).

Another theory in the formation of the child's early
words is the concept of the holophrase (Bloom, 1970) or
single word which is used to represent a phrase or sentence.
This idea has been documented quite thoroughly in Bloom's

ion. A somewhat

ri
cr

study o her dauginter'®s language acguisi
differing view 1is held by Halliday (1975) who postulates
that the child 1is not using holophrastic communication but
rather simply the most significant word in the message.
Thus the child's intent is "to mean" and the child is using
an emerging linguistic ability in a social function (Tough,
1977).

Dore {1878) refers to the <c¢child's one-word
utterances as "primitive speech acts." It appears to be
clear that these -early words.at first have a primarily
"intentional" meaning rather than a 1lexical one. The child
is understood for what he/she intends to communicate rather

than for what the speech sounds actually communicate.

Another defense of the adult's interpretation of the



13
child's early utterances may be found in Huttenlocher's
research (1974) into the origin of the child's language
comprehension. Until researchers such as Huttenlocher, much
research on early ' language was conducted on the early
production, or expression, of language. Huttenlocher's
investigation of comprehension, or reception, may also help
to clarify the production aspects of language acgquisition.
Through a study of the comprehension capabilities of four
young children over a several months period, Huttenlocher
has documented the apparent differences between
comprehension and production. These children, ages 10
months to 20 months were studied 1in their homes and
systematically tested for their comprahension of lexical
items. This study appears to point up a major difference in
comprehension/production related first to age and also to
nouns/verbs. The younger the child, the greater was the
difference between the child's comprehension and production
capabilities. Also, in most cases nouns were both
comprehended and produced in greater numbers before verbs.

Several researchers have theorized that the context
in which speech takes place is also a factor in the child's
acquisition of language. This context may involve the use
of the "here and now" as a speech referent (Bruner, 1978b;
Huttentocher, 1974), the dialogue between mother and child
(Sachs, 1977b), and the performance of what two researchers

call "speech acts" (Dore, 1978; Edwards, 1973).
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The use of the "here and now" has been documented by
several researchers who have studied language acquisition.
It appears that the early referents 1in the mother's
conversation with her infént are §irtually limited to what
the child can readily see and/or observe (Bruner, 1978b;
Huttenlocher, 1974). This use of the here and now 1in
language input by the mother gradually expands to include
references to the "there and then.”

It appears that this emergence of displaced
reference takes place ~in a gradual and systematic way
(Sachs, 1977b). In this study Sachs found that displaced
reference tended to begin with reference to absent family
members, expanding later te include pricr svents of the day.
This reference to "there and then"™ was initiated by the
adult, with the child responding with.increasing success as
language facility increased.

Dore (1978) considers the structure of the
mother/infant speech act to be its grammar. Thus the use of
baby talk and its gradual increase 1in complexity would be a
factor in the speech act. The content of the speech act may
be considered to be 1its conceptual substance. The early

limitation to the "here and now," as already discussed, may

also be a factor in the speech act. Finally, the function
of mother/infant language may be viewed as the
conventionalization of dialogue and communication. Thus the

mother's reaction to the infant "as if" ‘the infant were
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communicating (Bruner, 1978b) would shape the child's later
view of the function of language.

Edwards considers the context of speech to be an
important factor in the child's development of meaning. He
states that the child's meaning derives from three sources.
"These are first, the <c¢child's understanding of how the
physical world of objects, space and persons 1is structured
and operates, second, the <child's pre-linguistic and
concurrent social relationships, and ﬁhird, arising out of
the first two, the function of reference itself-~the
conventionalized semiotic relation between sign and
referent." . (Edwards, 1978, p. 67). The study of the
context in which meaning develops is important not oniy to
Edwards but also to Huttenlocher (1974). Her detailed
description of the <context in which receptive meaning
develops helps to highlight this important factor.

A final factor in the early context of speech is the
adult's choice in labeling objects for the child. 1In some
instances the adult chooses the class word, in others the
specific word. For instance, the adult tegds to say "tree”
rather than "birch," "dog" rather than "retriever." However
the adult would also say "apple" rather than "fruit" or
"Muffy" rather than "cat" (if there were a pet cat in the
household). It appears that the adult chooses the word
which has the most immediate references to what the child

might want to talk about (Clark and Clark, 1977, p. 323).
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It may also be that the adult chooses the referent which is
most likely to be useful in the <child's own speech
production. Huttenlocher (1974) noted that in her study the
presence of a household pet influenced the child's language
production. In the instances where there was a household
pet the child produced the pet's name as one of the earliest

words.

Specific Pactors Influencing Semantic Acquisition

It is the continued acgquisition of meaning which is
the focus of_this research. How a child attaches meaning to
a new word or object is a problem needing further study.

A study of the acquisition of meaning among nursery
school children involves several variables. Those which
have been 1isolated as potentially important to this study
ére age, gender, self esteem, assertive behavior, expressive
language and receptive language. The work of other
researchers has shown these variables to be important to
varying degrees.

All of the literature reviewed 1indicate that the age
of the child is an important factor in the study of wneaning
acquisition. Researchers such as Huttenlocher (1974), Bloom
(1970), and Bowerman (1978) have indicated that age was a
factor in the results of their studies. 1In each of these
studies, however, the age factor occurred only over time due

to the limited sample size. In the study at hand the sample
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size has been somewhat larger and therefore results may be
compared between children ages three to five.

Gender differences 1in language acquisitioun are not
clearly distinguished by most researchers. In descriptive
studies using a small population, it is generally not
considered to be a factor. Many rescarchers study the
language of their own children (Halliday, 1975; Bloom, 1970)
and kfrOm such descriptive studies make appropriate
generalizations. Although this study is also descriptive,
it has placed children into randomly assigned pairs. It may
be possible to make some limited observaticons regarding how
results have been affected by the gender of each <c¢hild in
thé pair.

The language facility of the c¢child may also be a
variable which could influence the results of this study.
Although the child's ability to communicate expressively may
also be related to his concept development (Anastasion,
1971), it may be be measured (Dailey, 1975) and therefore is
identified as one of the variables in the study.

The child's sense of self as it relates to language
has been studied by Spitz (1957). It appears that a child
may use language as an organizer of ‘"self-ness" and
"other-ness”. This phenomenon may also be related to the
child's egocentric view of the world and his or her use of
language in an egocentric manner. Anastasion (1971) further

showed that there may be a relationship between self-esteem
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and the child's learning of language. This variable is also
considered in this study.

A variable somewhat related to self-esteem 1is
assertiveness. Spitz (1957, p. 130-133) discusses
aggression (interpreted by this writer as related to
assertiveness) as a factor in the child's language learning.
In this study assertiveness was considered to be a potential
factor especially as randomly assigned pairs were asked to
perform a task.

The child's receptive language ability may also be
an important variable for the study of language acquisition.
Huttenlocher (1974) indicated the importance of identifying
the <¢hild's receptive vocabulary as a means of measuring his
comprehension of meaning.

Finally, the <child's concept development may be anr
important variable in the study at hand. This may be seen
from the research of Clark (1971) in which she identified
four stages in the acquisition of "“before" and "after".
These stages in the acquisition of méaning may be thought to
reflect the child's conceptual framework. Bloom (1970) has
identified three interrelated components of linguistic
competence: cognitive-perceptual development, linguistic
experience and non-linguistic experience. She states that
"accounting for the development of language competence must
include an account of cognitive function." (Bloom, 1970, p.

232). This variable has been submerged in the receptive
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language score, since the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test
correlates significantly with measures of individual

intelligence.

Semantic Acquisition in the Context

of Social Interaction

The early context of the child's language
acquisition is generally limited to his or her immediate
environment and to the members of the immediate family who
are regqularly and predictably present, especially the
mother. As children develop, their sphere of experience
gradually increases. Often by the age of 3 or 4, the child
is introduced to play school or nursery school experiences.
This new social context may also have an effect on the
child's language acquisition. The speech situation (Hymes,
1974), or cocial context (Wold, 1978), may have an effect on
the language of the child. Halliday (1978, p. 141) speaks
of the social construct of the environment as important to
the acquisition and exchange of language. De Stefano (1978)
speaks of the social component of lexical development.

The work of Sachs and Devin (1976) demonstrates that
young children modify their language to the social
situation. Their research has found that children ages 3.9
to 5.5 tend to change their speech for an adult, a peer and
a baby.

Ratner and Bruner (1978) have found that the
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predictable social context of formulated play is one which
children appear to understand quite readily. "Many of the
forms of language that later occur in practical situations
make their first appearance 1in the safe confines of
structured games." (Ratner & Bruner, 1978, p. 401).

Martlin et al (1978) have studied the 1influence of
social context on the play of a bov, aged 5.6. Through an
analysis of the child's play alone, with a same age friend,
and with his mother, the researchefs conclude that "a
child's awareness. of his own role and the expectations he
has concerniqg social interactions lead to modification in
language use." (Martlin et al, 1978, p. 8l). They have
further concluded that elements of successful communication
include reciprocity of the participants and a shared
context. Further, they state that "the development of
éocial meaning in language, flexibility in the expression of
concepts in different ways to different listeners and the
recognition of the rules underlying role and context" are
important to the language acquisition of children.

{Martlin, et al., 1978, p. 98).

The Functions of Speech for the Child

The speech of mother and infants appears to occur in
conversations (Snow, 1977; Bruner, 1978b). It may be
hypothesized that for both mother and child this dialogue

satisfies a need to communicate about the world and events
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in the world. Both the utterances of the mother and of the
"child are shaped by the initiaticons and responses of the
other (Bruner, 1978b; Snow, 1977). This interaction 1is
unique to the speech style of the ﬁother/child dyad. Snow
has found that even an experienced mother cannot produce
adegnate "mother's speech™ without the presence of the
speech—-learning child to «cue her. From this it would seem
that the primary purpose of speech for the c¢hild is to
communicate and that this purpose 1is pfompted by the example
and cuing of the adult (Brown, 1977).

It appears that ancther function of language 1is
related to the <child's thinking skills, or cognitive
developnent., This was the premise to which Piaget
subscribed several decades ago (1926). This assumption has
been reinforced by the receﬁt results of mother's speech
research (Snow, 1977a). It appears that "language
acquisition 1is guided by and 1is the result of cognitive
development." (Snow, 1977, p. 32). The discussion of the
child's early words previously in this paper would tend also
to reinforce this view.

Finally, a function of language for the child may be
the ultimate communication of meaning to others 1in an ever
widening circle of social relationships. Halliday states
that the

social semiotic is the system of meanings that defines
or constitutes the culture; and the linguistic system is

one made of realization of these meanings. The child's
task is to construct the system of social reality. This
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process takes place inside his own head; it is a
cognitive process. But it takes place in contexts of
social interaction, and there is no way it can take
place except in these contexts. As well as being a
cognitive process, the learning of the mother tongue is
an 1interactive process. It takes the form of the
continued exchange of meanings between the self and
~others. The act of meaning is a social art. (Halliday,
1975, pp. 139 & 140).
By the time the child reaches nursery school, language can
be considered to have an interpersonal, social function for
the  child (Shields, 1976). This sharing of meaning, or
communication, depends on what is common and what 1is

distinct in human experience. The acquisition of meaning

continues in this larger social context.

Communicative Competence

The larger social context of nursery school provides
for the child the opportunity to develop and refine
communicative competence. This communicative competence
involves the verbal ability of the child as observed through
his/her performance in a social setting with his/her peers.
Several studies have attempted to identify the factors and
dynamics of communicative competence.

Mueller's (1972) study of twenty-four pairs of
four-year-cld children found that 85% of all utterances of
the children attracted either verbal or non-verbal attention
of the listener. Garvey and Hogan (1973) similarly found
that the predominance of verbal activity of 3-5 vyear old

children 1in free play was social vrather than egocentric
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speech.

It appears that children of preschool age are
already beginning . to acquire competence in social
interaction with their peers. From the above studies it
appears evident that young children ages three to five
already have established a repertoire of conversational
skills (Gleason and Weintraub, 1978).

In addition, studies have shown that young children
are able to modify their language baéed on the age of the
listener. Gleason found that five-year-old children can
modify langgage to adapt to the age of the listener
(Gleason, 1973). Shatz and Gelman (1973) similarly found
that four-year-old children used less complex language with
two-year-olds than with peers or with adults.

It appears from these studies that young children can
5egin to accomodate their communicative output to adapt to
the perceived point of view of the listener. This beginning
of communicative competence, the learning of dialogue is an
important aspect in the <c¢hild's continuing acquisition of

language (Tough, 1977).

Ideosyncratic Language

It is the continuing acquisition of meaning which is
the focus of this proposed research. How a child attaches
meaning to a new word or object is a problem needing further

study.
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- Clark (1978) proposes that children acquire meaning
through a gradual accumulation of semantic features. These
features are governed by perceptual phenomena such as form,
size, texture and shape. Nelson et al. (1978) concentrate
on the functional aspects of objects. What an object does
or can do is here_cqnsidered more important than Clark's
focus on the properties of objects. Yet another researcher
(Angliﬁ, 1978) feels that it 1is both form-related and
function-related properties to which the child attends in
acquiring word meaning.

Bowerman (1978) has shown that children modify their
organization of word meaning over time. Research which
includes this factor of age as it relates to the child's
acquisition of word meaning appears to be supported by her
study. |

Gentner (1978) distinguishes between the acquisition
of verb meaning and of noun meaning. She states that verbs
appear to convey relationships among objects while nouns
identify those objects. She also finds that verb meanings
are acquired somewhat more slowly than noun meanings. Thus
research which focuses on noun meaning, but also includes
verb meaning would appear to be supported by her findings.

Kuczaj and Lederberg (1977) have investigated the
influence of context on the acquisition of meaning. They
distinguish further between external and 1internal context.

They state that this difference between internal and



external context accounts

It

from person to person.

interpretations by the same
Lederberg feel that children
they hear words in order to

This meaning is then refined

and each time judged in context (Kuczaj and Lederberg,

p. 412).

c
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for ideosyncratic interpretations

also can account for differing

person over time. Kuczaj and

interpret the context in which

attach meaning to those words.

S

as the word is heard repeatedly

1977,

This view of the importance of context also needs

to be considered as further research is planned.

Reich (1976)
comprehension and
acguisition. He finds

under-generalize before they

overgeneralization seems to

it can not so readily be
has preceeded the production
are five possible

coverage of the

adult's - mismatch, overlap,

underextension" (Reich, 1976,
only with overextension.

referential relationships

discusses

production in the

found in the

relationships

child's

Reich's

between

the distinction between

study of word meaning

that children tend to

overgeneralize. He states that

occur with production but that

comprehension which

stage. He proposes that there

between the ‘"referential

word and that of the

identity, overextension and

pP. 117). Clark (1973) deals

analysis of the different

adult language and child

language appears to have merit for future research.

Bowerman (1978) has developed sample "semantic maps"

which she theorizes may

information into a

visualize the

conceptual framework.

way children place

The use of these
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semantic maps will be helpful for further study of semantic
acquisition of preschool children. These semantic maps
illustrate possible ways in which children organize meanings
and concepts as they expand ideas and experiences.

The work of Litowitz (1979) with the ideosyncratic
language of dreams and thought in adults may also have some
application to the study of 1ideosyncratic language 1in
children. Kuczaj and Lederberg (1%77) have already
identified the existence of ideosyncratic language in
children. Litowitz has studied adult language, thoughts and
dreams, and charted the relationships between ideas in
conversation and in dreams. It is her work with dreams that
haze implications for the stuvdy at hand. The non-caucal 3nd
highly personalized, almost egocentric nature of dream
language appears to be related to the language of young
children. As with preschool children's language, the
language of dreams strongly relies on personal experience.
The factors of personal experience, egocentricity and
non-causality need to be considered in the study of semantic
acguisition and communicative competence. Litowitz's
analysis, therefore, of ideosyncratic language, serves to

add strength to the current study.

Summarz

Current research 1in semantic acquisition 1is an

exciting field. It includes the study of precursors to
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language, especially the early communication and how this is
influenced interpersonally. Here the study of language in
the mother/infant dyad is especially important. This may be
related to later interpersonal communication between peers
at the preschool level, where two language learners at
similar levels of competence are beginning to communicate
with each other rather than with a moreficompetent adult.

‘The current level of competence of the language
learner as measured by several discrete variables may also
be an important influence on the semantic acquisition of the

child. These factors have been discussed above and teir

relationship to the literature from a variety of studies has
alse been articulated. Research = 1is needed which can
identify the importance of each factor such as age, gender,
self esteem, assertive behavior, and language facility (both
expressive and receptive), and also of their combined
influence on the semantic acquisition of the child.

The context of social interaction has been
identified in the literature as important for semantic
acquisition. The presence of other individuals and the ages
of these individuals are important to language production
and may also influence comprehension.

Speech functions for children-and also for adults-as
a means of communication, a sccial force, or semiotic, which
reaches out to others. The literature indicates that by the

time the child reaches the preschool age, the interpersonal,
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social function of language 1is already understood by the
child, and is 1in the process of being continually refined.

The literature further shows that preschool children
are aware of their social surroundiﬁgs when other children
are present. It appears that they have already developed a
degree of communicative competence in their interactions
with other preschool children.

At the same time, however, children ages 3 to 5 are .
involved in primarily ideosyncratic language, according to
the literature. This ideosyncratic language is internal,
non-causal, and does not always attempt to interpret to the
listener the relationships between ideas..

The study of word meaning acquisiticn which
considers 