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INFTRODUCTION,

The goal of this work is lo altempl {0 shed light on the fundamental
aspect of the c.urnplﬂx human sct of understanding. Since undetstanding [equires
acquainiance with research in a variety of disciplines, cach chapter is devoted to such
gencral Lopics as: firsl language acquisition, sccond language acqguisilion, interference,
comprehension, word recognition, syntactic ¢lucs, infercnces.

The aim is to make these topics comprchensible with the assumption fhat
many readers will have neither the time nor the experience to undertake a desp or
specialized study in these areas. Al the Tisk of offending specialists, diverse subject
fields have been covered only to the extent that they are relevant to reading,

[ have tried to provide an inlegrated discussion, 2 cohercent theotetical position
rather than a cormpendium of rescarch. | have not aticmpted to cover all contemporary
rescarch and theorizing into literacy, but [ have iocd to indicale at least, one specific
source of evidence for every assettion 1 make, and occasionally an allernalive point of
viEWw.

The tnanner in which | have inlerpreted the evidence and 1ricd to consirucl a
coherent pictare reflects my way of thinking. 1 have pointed oul thal Ihis act of
understanding is not passive and mechanical, but purpeseful and rational, dependent
on other aspects such as prior knowledee (schemata), expectations, natural abilities,
cultural infinence, and 50 on.

$ince underslanding can not be achieved withoul cqi:msideratinn of the nature of
language and various operaling characieristics of the human brain, the first haf of this
work is dsvoted to such topics 2s language acquisition, interference, and

comprehension.  These gpening  chaplers  arc, by no means, intended lo he

.
]

comprehensive or even balanced disquisttions on (he subjects covered. This is not a
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theory about linguistics or comprehension, Instead, these chapters offer the minimum

of background fact and theory (hat i5 necessaty and relevant [or an analysis of
noderstanding.

On the other hand, the second half of this work deals with aspects closely
related to language such as word identification, syutaclic devices, and the role of
mferences.

Finally, it includes a brief rescarch on the strategies used by adult readcis 1o
draw inferences while reading.

Each chapter is separatc and self-contained. They can be drawn upon and be
combined in differcnt ways as required by the needs or inlerests of different rcaders.

There are many people whe have been influential in the writing of this work.

Their thinking together with numercus conversations and discussions have helped

shaped many of my own ideas.

Ma. Inés Capurre de Castelli
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o Conceplual holdings are thoughl 1o be imporant lo linpuistic acquisibion [or

£ several easons. Firsl, language is a represenlational act. It represenis reality or stands

i for objects and reationships tn the world. Second, language 15 an abstract symbol

) sysicm. If we are to appreciate abstract syimbols, we musl be able 1o represent them
mentally. Third. language is a tool thal we use in social interactions. Tool use implics
the apprehension of relationships like means-end. Fourth, language use involves
1alking about objects, evenls ang relationships m the world. It is necessary that one
knows the properties of these objects and relationships in order to talk about them

.. crrherently,

Jean Piagel has been, probably, the most well known rescarcher in the area of
children’s cognitive development. A mos! signilicant period in language development
pccurs between hirth and two years, By Ihe age of two, 2 child is typically beginming
to use mulliword utterances and has clearly demonsirated the symbelic capacily for
dealing with Tanguage. Piaget calls the pertod befween birlh and age two the
“sensorimotor stage” of cognitive development because most learning takes place
through active sensotimotor exploration of a child’s environment. Table 1 shows

Piagel s scnsorimotor stages and the characteristics of each.
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Primnary Sclf-imiation of _'5I:+J::+:E No Motin nol
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ey Repetition of | repertoire “bJE‘:ttE' th Hrightened
L, e actions of IR interest in
o g others Event
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opae behavicr
Cuordination Imitation of Manual 5':'1"'_‘"3 _ :;dﬂ?':"'"'"l‘?;‘“
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=i Enpnan. means those in last scen objects can e
e applied to new : : : imitiatinn of
W1 e cohlems refrerloire ahject CaUsE SCtian activity
P facial imitaliont | constancy anticipation of
e DUICOMeES
i Tertiary [mitation of Scquential | Realization LI e il
mitation o q o ik Wtk
N e if“"'ﬂ'g Behaviors displacernenl | thal hefshe is e
P plr Experi menlation markedly eonsidered ﬂnnti:::| p[mn.n}r
i difterent Gom AW RAIENESS pf (1 .,]ccts N
S e objoct spatial | envitonment]
e ~{___rclahons ]
MNew means Dieferred Represcniation Hepresentadion | Lampesge :3:1 r:n
i of af causaliry. F'""“'m"“ e
ﬁ -+ th[ﬂug? iganon displaccments. Able 1o predict | g null}untﬂr;d
an oy ml.’.:ll'ltEl _ Awarcngss of cause-eMect
e T combimation uRnsEen relarionship.
w2 R.EPFEEEH'EEII' movemenis,
onal thought

Each stage has cerlain acquisitions associaled with il that may indicate

thal the child is ready 1o make the transihon inlo the next stage.
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SINGLE-WORD UTTERANCES

After a period of using no real words and becorming more consistent
with the use of vocalizalions accompanicd by geslures, the chitd begins o nse
singl¢ words to code objects and events. The words are not adult productions
and were formerly called “holophrases”. As a matter ol fact, a single word
refers to an entire thoughl (e.g. “cookic™ may reafly mean, “1 wanl a cookie”).

Recent tescarch has reported that subgroups of language-developing
and language-disordered children are referential (word and objecl oniented} or
expressive (social and conversation oricnted}. That is, the referential children
usc rnostly nouns and refer 1o ohjects and events. They also like to play with
abjecls and SPE:IH.] more lime playing along. The expressive children, on the
other hand, enjoy talking to and heing with people and usc more personal-
sacial words. There arc, perhaps, other ways to characterize early single-ward
production, but the point is that children go through a period of 1alking using
“ane word at a ime”. Toward the end of the single-word penod, il 15 said that
the child accrues an expressive lexicon of about 50 words and then hegins to
attempl word combinations.

Children in the single-word period ¢an be examined for hoth the types
ol words they use and the apparent reasons they use them. The form of single-
word utterances has been viewed in different ways by differcot authors.
Ideally, single words shouid be paired wilh functions. Parent checklists are
especially useful in obtaining data on fcxicon siz¢ and content.

Prior 10 the first word combination, some researchers noted another

transilional phenomenon known as the “presyntactic device”. Thus, a syntactic
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utterance is enc in which two words (hat have a meaning relationship are
combined under the same intopalion palteth (e.g. “mommy pgo”). A
presyntactic device is the combination of two clements under an intonation
contour that does not have a meaning relation because one clement is nol a
real word, or because the word combination is reduplicated. A child who says
“WIKITI” is combining a real word (KITI) wilh a non-word (WT} under an
intonalion contour. Other presyntactic transitional elements that have been
reported are empty forms, which are consistently used productions that appear
to be nonsense words (“woda”, “gacking”, et¢). Another report shows the use
of two single words that have a meaning relationship with a pause inserted
belween the lwo elements (¢.g. “car...g0”). All of these presynlachic devices

prepare a child to combme two meaningful language etements under an

intonation pattern that is the essence of early multiword combinations.

EARLY MULTIWORD UTTERANCES.

Perhaps, the most researched and rcported pertod of language
acquisition is the titne when children begin to combine texical items to form
meaning relationships (semantic refations). There has been a jong history of
interpreting these early utterances as iraditional paris of speech (noun, verb),
telegraphic speech, open classes, and underlymg structures of transformational
grammar. Currently, many aulhorities support 2 semantic view of early
multiword utterances using a case grammar (Fillmore, 1968) and have

rendered interprelations of early ulterances using semanlic relations. Some of
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the basic eariy multiword constructions are composed of the semaniic cases

(Table 2).
TABLE 2
NOMINATION “This ball™
RECURRENCE “More milk”
NONEXISTENCE “Adlyone egg”
AGENT+ACTTON “Daogii ruty”
ACTION+OBIECT “Maommy shoe™
ACTION+LOCATIVE “Come here”
ENTITY+LOCATIVE “Coke kitchen™
POSSESSORAPOSSESSION “Daddy shoe”
ENTITY+ATTRIBUTE “Ball red”
AGENT+ACTION+OBJECT “Daddy hit ball”
AGENTA ACTION+LOCATIVE “Dropui run outside”

These are the basic semantic relations code aspects of the wotid thal the chiid
has lcarnt about during the sensorimotor periad of the cogmlive development, and this
.« one reason that surcly indicates the sirong cross-cultural similarities in early
gtterances. Semantic relations must always be interpreted in light of the non-verbal
conlext sutrounding the utterance, The main point here is that children hegin 10 usc
word combinations that code various common relationships in their environments. If
we merely assign adull, syntactic categories (¢.g. noun, verb) lo the ulterances we
niiss some af the skill that children have in coding rather subtle relations cognitively

undetstood in Lthe sensonimotor period. This “rich interpretation” gives the child credit
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