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PEDAGOGICAL GRAMMAR AS THE FRAMEWORKOF TEFL

RESEARCH.PART 7. NATIVE LANGUAGE SYNTAX
ACQUISITION: CONCEPTUAL COMPLEXITY

Chernovaty L.M., Doctor of Pedagogics (Kharkiv)

The paper presents the results of the experimental data analysis in the said sphere.
Basing upon a high degree of the data similarity, the author makes a conclusion that the
native language (English) syntax acquisition is a rule-governed process with its specific
stages. Taking into account the said data, the author also offers some assumptions concerning
the content of stages in the process of tag questions, negation, passive constructions and
relative clauses acquisition in English as a native language, as well as regarding the
conditions of fully inverted tag questions emergence in the child’s speech and the potential
catalysts of this process. The paper analyses the influence of the minimal proximity principle
on the correct interpretation of relative clauses and those containing passive constructions by
the young children of different age groups. The author offers an assumption concerning the
gradual character of the acquisition of conceptually complicated syntactic categories, in
particular, about the dissimilar transfer speed of the passive construction use rule to the verbs
indicating actions, on the one hand, and states — on the other. The paper lists the factors
affecting the sequence and speed of the syntactic means acquisition, which include the
semantic and grammatical complexity, frequency of use and perceptual salience. The author
generalizes the stages of syntax acquisition, which include the acquirement of the
sentence structure elements linear sequence (where the notions of ‘precedence’ and
‘succession’ are acquired); the acquisition of the rules, which do not take into account
the sentence structure; the primary consolidation of sentence elements in terms of their
surface features; the identification of sentence components on the basis of the minimum
proximity principle; the formulation of the rule, which takes into account the sentence
structure and its expansion to a small class of words; the gradual expansion of the latter
rule to the entire class of words. The paper outlines the prospects of further research
concerning the development of pedagogical grammar, taking into account the
abovementioned conclusions.

Key words: minimal proximity principle, native language acquisition, negation,
passive constructions, relative clauses, stages of acquisition, syntax acquisition, tag
questions.

YepuoBatuii JI.M. Ileparoriuna rpamatuka sk ¢peiiMoBe NOHATTA A
JMOCJTIZKeHb Y raTy3i MeTOIMKN HABYAaHHS iH03eMHUX MoB. YUacTnHa 7. 3acBO€HHS
CHHTAKCHCY PiIHOI MOBH: KOHIENTyaldbHa cKJIaaHicTh. HaBomareca pesympTath
aHai3y JdaHUX [OCHI/DKEHb y 3raja”id cdepi. Buxomsdum 3 BHCOKOTO CTyIEHS
MOTIOHOCTI TaKUX PE3yNBTATIB, C(pOPMYITHOBAHO BUCHOBOK IIPO T€, IO 3MIiCT 3aCBOEHHS
CHUHTAaKCHCY aHTJIHCHKOI MOBH SIK PiIHOI Ga3yeThesl HA MEBHUX eTamnax. [ pyHTYHOUHCh
Ha pe3yNnbTaTax aHalidy, 3alpollOHOBAaHO BHUCHOBKM IIPO 3MICT €TamiB 3aCBOEHHS
CTPYKTYP PO3IiIOBOTO 3alUTaHHs, 3allepeYeHHs, ITACHBHUX KOHCTPYKILH Ta BITHOCHHUX
pedeHb, a TAKOXK MPO YMOBH IOSIBU IOBHICTIO iHBEPTOBAaHHMX PO3IIJIOBHX 3allUTaHb y
MOBJICHHI JUTHHHM Ta MOXJIMBHX KaTaiizaTopax IbOT0 Hpolecy. PO3risHyTO BILIMB
HPUHIMITY MiHIMalbHOI BiJAJICHOCTI HAa BIpPHICTh TIyMaueHHs OITBMH PI3HOTO BiKy
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BIJIHOCHUX peYeHb, a TAKOX THUX, IO MICTSITh MACHUBHI KOHCTPYKIIii. 3arpornoHOBaHO
TE3y TMpo TMOCTYIOBHH xapakrtep (OpMyBaHHsS KOHIIENTYaJlbHO YCKIIAJHEHHX
CHHTAKCHYHMX KaTeropidf, 30Kkpema, Mpo pi3Hy UIBUAKICTh IOUIMPEHHS IPaBHII
Y)KHBaHHS [acHBHOTO CTaHy Ha [i€CloBa, WIO TMepenaloTh il Ta CTaHH.
CbopMynp0BaHO BHCHOBOK PO YWHHHKH, [I0 BIUIMBAIOTH Ha IOCTIJOBHICTH i
HIBUIKICTh 3aCBOEHHS CHHTAKCHYHHMX 3ac00iB, $Ki BKJIIOYAIOTH CEMAaHTHYHY Ta
rpaMaTH4Hy CKJIQIHICTh, YACTOTHICTH 1 MEPIENTyalbHy BHIYKIICTh. OKpeciieHo
MEPCIEKTUBYU TIOJAIBIIIOT0 JIOCTI/DKEHHST 3 ypaXyBaHHAM OTPUMAHUX PE3YJbTATIB B
Tporieci po3poOKH MeAaroriyHol rpaMaTHKU 1HO36MHOT MOBH.

KirouoBi ciioBa: BiJHOCHI peYeHHs, 3aCBOEHHS CHHTAKCHCY, 3aCBOEHHS PiIHOT
MOBH, €TalM 3aCBOEHHS, 3allepEUeHHs, MAacUBHI KOHCTPYKLii, IPUHLIHUI MiHIMaIbHOT
BIJITAJICHOCTI, PO3/ILJIOBI 3aITUTAHHS.

Yepuosartbiii JI.LH. Ilexarornyeckasi rpaMmMaTuka Kak (peiiMoBoe moHsitue
A MccaeloBaHUH B 00J1aCTH MeTOAMKH O00y4YeHHS] MHOCTPAHHBIM SI3BIKaM.
Yactb 7. YcBOGHHE CHHTAKCHCA POJHOIO SI3bIKa: KOHLENTYaJbHasl CJI0KHOCTb.
IIpuBomsaTcs pe3ynbTaThl aHANIM3a MJAHHBIX HCCIEAOBaHMH B YIOMSHYTOH cdepe.
Hcxonst 3 BEICOKOH CTEIIEHH CXOACTBA TAKUX PE3YJILTATOB, CHOPMYIIMPOBAHEI BHIBOIBI
0 HaJIMUUU OIIPEJICJICHHBIX 3TAllOB IIPOLECCa YCBOCHUS CUHTAKCUCA aHIIMICKOrO SI3bIKa
Kak poaHoro. OCHOBBIBasCh Ha pe3yidbTaTaX aHalW3a, IPEJUIOKEHBI BBIBOABI O
COAEPXKAHUU JTAIlOB YCBOEGHUS CTPYKTYp Ppa3AelUTENBHOTO BOMPOCA, OTPHIAHMS,
MACCUBHBIX KOHCTPYKIMH M OTHOCHTENBHBIX NPEIOKEHHH, a Takke 00 YCIOBHAX
MOSIBIICHUSI TOJTHOCTBIO MHBEPTHPOBAHHBIX Pa3/eNIUTENLHBIX BOIPOCOB B peUH peOeHKa
¥ BO3MOXHBIX KaTaJM3aToOpax 3TOro Iporecca. PaccMOTpeHO BIUSIHME NPHHIMIA
MHUHHMAIIbHON YNaJICHHOCTH Ha BEPHOCTh MHTEPIPETALMH JETBMH Pa3HOTO BO3pacTa
OTHOCUTEIBHBIX NPEUIOKEHUN U TeX, KOTOPbIE COAEPKAT MacCCUBHBIC KOHCTPYKIHH.
IIpemnoxxeH Te3uc O TIOCTENICHHOM XapakTepe (OPMHUPOBAHUS KOHIENTYAIBHO
YCIOXKHEHHBIX CHHTaKCUYECKUX KaTeropuif, B YacTHOCTH, O PAa3HOM CKOpOCTH
pacIpoCTpaHEeHHs IpaBWiIa YNOTPEOJICHHS CTPYKTYp CTpaJaTelbHOro 3ajora Ha
TJIaroJibl, 0003Havaromue AeHcTBrs U cocTosHusA. ChopMynupoBaH BEIBOA O (HaKTOpax,
BIMSIONINX HA  TIOCIEAOBATEIBHOCTD M CKOPOCTh YCBOSHUSI CHHTAKCHUECKHUX CPE/CTB,
KOTOpBIC BKIIOYAIOT CEMAHTHYECKYIO M I'PaMMAaTHUYECKYIO CIOXKHOCTb, YACTOTHOCTh U
TIePIENTYaTbHYIO BEITYKIOCTh. OuepueHbl MePCHEKTHBEI AANbHEHIIETO NCCIeI0BaHUS
C YYeTOM IMOJIy4eHHBIX pE3YyJIbTaTOB B IpoLecce pa3pabOTKHU IeJaroru4eckon
IrpaMMAaTUKH HHOCTPAHHOTO S3bIKA.

KnioueBble ca0Ba: OTHOCUTENbHBIE IPEMTIOKEHHs, OTpPUIAHUE, IacCUBHBIE
KOHCTPYKLMH, TPHHIMI MHHUMAIBHON yOaJeHHOCTH, pa3/elIUTeNIbHbIe BOIPOCH,
YCBOEHHE POIHOTO S3bIKa, YCBOGHHE CHHTAKCHUCA, ITAIIBI YCBOCHHSI.

Introduction to the series. Numerous research in teaching foreign
languages, specifically in the development of grammar competence,
often seem to lack a common framework to integrate them into a single
area with uniform approaches, terminology and criteria. It accounts for
the current importance of the issue under consideration.

The object of this part of theseries is the comparative aspect of the
native (NLA) and foreign languages acquisition (FLA) with the subject
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being the characteristics of the NLA. Its aim is to analyse the latter
with the purpose of its further comparison with the FLA. This is the
seventh (see, the full list in [4]) in a series of articles focusing on the
Pedagogical Grammar (PG) issue [1], where the author, basing on the
research data, is planning to discuss the various aspects of the problem.

As it was mentioned in the previouspapers of the series (see [4]), the
development of an effective PG should be based on a sound
psycholinguistic theoryof the FLA. This kind of PG has to take into
consideration the specificsof the speech grammar mechanisms
development in general and the foreign language grammar mechanisms
in particular, especially in the spheres where the NLA and FLA features
are different. In our earlier articles (see the list in [4]), we started
reviewing the strategies, procedures and processes at the simple
sentencestage in the NLA. Specifically, in our latest contribution [4] we
analysed the syntax acquisition (yes-no- and wh-questions) in the NLA.
In this paper, we are going to reviewthe acquisition of tag questions,
negation, relative clauses and passive structures in the NLA. The data
concerning the native language syntax acquisitionwould then be used
for the comparison with the FLA in our next papers.

Syntax acquisition has many features similar to those of
morphology acquisition. However, the former naturally possesses some
specific features as well, probably because syntax is related to a deeper
language structure as compared to morphology. In addition, the actions
involved in the sentence structure build-up usually include at least
several operations. As a result, they may be more complicated,
especially if the said actions require the performance of both syntactic
and morphological operations. For example, the use of the Present
Perfect in the declarative sentence calls at least for the following
operations: (1) identify the situation of communication as the one that
requires the use of the Present Perfect; (2) select the subject of the
sentence; (3) realize the need for an auxiliary verb; (4) select have as an
auxiliary verb; (5) realize the need for the auxiliary verb agreement
with the sentence subject; (6) check whether the subject is represented
by a noun in the third person singular; (7a) if yes, choose the form has;
(7b) if no, choose the form have; (8) realize the need for a notional
verb; (9) select the notional verb; (10) realize the need for the notional
verb conversion into its past participleform; (11) check whether this is
a regular verb; (12a) if yes, add -edto the notional verb; (12b) if no,
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choose the appropriate form; (13) finish the utterance. As we can see,
the action of generating a declarative sentence with the verb in the
Present Perfect form requires at least 13 syntactic and morphological
operations, which are virtually invisible in fluent speech. However, this
invisibility is the result of a relatively long process of the constituent
operations interiorization.

As it follows from the available research [1; 2; 3; 4; 8; 10; 13],
syntax acquisition starts approximately at the age of two years with the
acquirement of two types of structures: N+V+N (e.g.The cat ate the
fish) and N + be +N (e.g. The baby is a boy). Naturally, in actual usage
at the initial stages of acquisition, function words may be omitted,
resulting in the sentences like Cat ate fish and Baby boy. The reasons
for such telegraphic sentences have been discussed in our previous
papers in the series (see the list in [4]).

The acquisition of the verb phrase (VP) is accompanied by
broadening the range of the verb use due to the acquirement of a
number of inflections, among them -ingfor the Present Continuous; -
sfor the third person singular in the Present Indefinite; -ed for the Past
Indefinite (see the sequence of their acquisition in [3]). Simultaneously
we witness the massive emergence of auxiliary verbs in the child’s
speech. However, as we mentioned in our previous paper [3], at this
early stage they are acquired as isolated words (see [3]), which are not
related to the development of any internal rule concerning their use,
including their role in rendering the syntactic relations. Thus can’t,
won’t and don’t are the mere variants of not, as can, will and do are still
absent in the child’s speech. Therefore, their negative forms should be
regarded as the words, which got into the child’s lexicon because of
mechanical memorization, and which are stored in the memory as
inseparable units. It restricts their participation in the sentence syntactic
build-up. The same restriction concerns other grammar elements (e.g.
have, might, would, etc.),also acquired as isolated words, which lacked
the corresponding processing, generalization and the rule formation.
This stage has another restriction, which does not allow using more
than one marker for the same verb. It results in the sentences
likeMommy eating instead of Mommy was eating.

Acquisition of modifiers proceeds stage by stage.First, the child
acquires the means to express the modifiers of place, as well as those
involved in answering the questions, beginning with what and where.
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The means to express the modifiers of time, manner and cause are
acquired much later. Because the same picture is observed in the
interrogative structures acquisition (see [4]), we may assume the
conceptual complexity of the underlying notions.

The child tries to compensate for the inferiority of his/her syntactic
mechanisms by means of mechanically memorizing the whole chunks
of adult speech, which s/he inserts in his/her own utterance. For
example, the adult: What kind of truck is it? — The child: It’s kind of
truck (see other examples of the morphology acquisition in [3]).

Tag questions. The mechanisms of the tag question acquisition have
been studied by a number of authors [5; 6; 11; 12; 16; 17] on the
material of several languages. Some studies [12] dealt with the
disjunction operator properties and their acquisition by English-
speaking children. Others [11] were concerned with the positive
polarity in Japanese. Still others [17] focused on simple and complex
disjunctions in French and Japanese, children’s interpretation of
disjunction in the scope of ‘before’ [17] and other issues. The authors
generally agree that this kind of question is rather difficult and its full-
fledged acquisition is completed rather late in the language
development.

The tag question requires at least four operations.

(1) the pronomilization of the subject noun in the first (declarative) part
of the sentence:

likes sports, he
(2) the contractlon of the verb group to a single operator

John | [ likessports, | [ he| [ does]...
(3) the reversal of the declarative polarify in the tag

| likes sports, | | he| |does | |not |

+ -

(4) the subject-operator inversion
|J0hn | |likes sports, | |doesn’t || he |?

Because of its said complexity, the tag question acquisition
iscompleted after the yes-no and wh-questions had been acquired.
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However, at the earlier stages of their linguistic development the
children successfully perform the tag question function lexically (e.g.,
It’s snowing, right?).

Research (see the review in [13]) suggested an assumption
concerning the pre-requisites necessary for the tag question acquisition.
According to this assumption, for this aim, the child has to acquire the
following operations: (1) ellipse of the declarative structure: It’s a book
— Yes, it is; (2) negation: It’s a book — It’s not a book; (3) ellipse of
the negation: It’s a book — No, it isn’t; (4) inversion: It’s a book — Is
it a book?; (5) negative question: It’s a book — Isn’t it abook?; (6)
ellipse of the negative question: It’s not a book — Isn’t it? It is
assumed that we may expect the fully inverted tag questions in the
child’s speech only after the acquisition of all those operations. The
increase in the amount of tag questions in the child’s input may serve
as a catalyst of this process.

Acquisition of negation. According to the available research [7; 9;
13; 14; 15], the child goes through the following stages in this process.

At stage 1 the child’s sentences are based on the model St —
(no/not) + the nucleus of the sentence + (no/not), where St — sentence
(e.g. No wipe finger; Wear mitten no). Here no/not function as the
words of P1 or P2 classes in the pivot grammar(see the review in [13]).

The indicators of stage 2 are the structures based on the model St
— Nom + Aux neg + predicate / notional verb, where St — sentence,
Nom — noun or pronoun in the nominative case, Aux neg — auxiliary
negative element, which may be expressed by means of no, not or
don’t (e.g. He not little; He no bite you; He don’t little).

At stage 3 the child uses not correctly. Though formally not is a
grammar morpheme, we review the stages of its acquisition here for
two reasons. First, because it alternates its positions in the sentence at
the different stages, behaving like a syntactic element, and second,
because the stages of its acquisition, as well as those of the
interrogative structures, would be later used in the analysis of ‘interim
structures’.

Acquisition of other conceptually complicated structures. In
addition to tag questions, there is a range of other structures whose late
acquisition may be related to their complexity. Passive structures and
relative clauses are among them.

Conceptual complexity is believed to be the main reason for the late
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acquisition of passive structures. According to the available research
(see the review in [13]), children perceive the sequence “noun — verb —
noun” as equivalent to the sequence “agent — action — patient”, which
results in the misinterpretation of passive sentences. It is thought that it
happens because of the minimum proximity principle effect, which
makes the child believe that the noun, which is the closest one to the
predicate, is the agent. Consequently, the child misinterprets the
sentences of the following types: (1) The cat was kissed by the rabbit
(the child perceives it as The cat kissed the rabbit); (2) The man who
saw the deer ate the pie (= The deer ate the pie); (3) John is easy to see
(= It’s easy for John to see); (4) John promised Mary to water the
garden (= Mary watered the garden) (see the review in [13]). The
minimum proximity principle effect may be also illustrated on the
material of relative clauses. For example, the sentence (5) The cat
chased the mouse that frightened the girl is easily understood even by
two-year-old children, while the sentence (6) The cat chased the mouse
that the girl frightened causes problems, and the sentence (7) The girl
that the mouse frightened chased the cat is misinterpreted practically
by all children between two and four years of age (see the review in
[13]). The comparison of sentences 5-7 shows that the problems in
their perception are caused by the minimum proximity principle effect.
Sentence 7 contains two instances when the noun closest to the
predicate is not the agent, sentence 6 — one instance, while in sentence
5 this principle is not violated, and that is why it is the easiest one for
comprehension and acquisition.

Like many other phenomena, passive and relative clauses are not
acquired en masse as a category. The passive, for example, is
assimilated in the course of several years, gradually expanding the
effect of its rule of usage to the new and new classes of words. As far
as the passive is concerned, all verbs may be subdivided into two broad
categories — ‘actions’ and ‘states’. According to the available data,
‘actions’ in general are acquired first, while ‘states’ follow them.
Moreover, any ‘actions’ are acquired better than any ‘states’ (see the
review in [13]). It may be regarded as another proof in favour of the
assumption that the sequence of acquisition depends on the conceptual
complexity of the object of acquisition.

As a kind of generalization, we may conclude that the sequence
and speed of syntax acquisition depends on practically the same factors
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that were observed in relation to morphology: semantic and grammar
complexity, frequency and, to some degree, perceptual salience (the
latter is probably true only concerning yes-no questions, and only at the
stage where they are acquired according to the lexical principle).Basing
upon the analysis given above,it may be assumed that the syntax
acquisition in general has the following stages.

1. The acquisition of the linear sequence of the sentence structure
elements, where the notions of ‘precedence’ and ‘succession’ are
acquired.

2. The acquisition of the rules, which do not take into account the
sentence structure. The primary consolidation of sentence elements in
terms of their surface features. Identification of sentence components
on the basis of the minimum proximity principle. Errors in the
evaluation of the sentences like Which balls are the boy throwing? and
Which ball is the boys throwing?

3. The formulation of the rule, which takes into account the sentence
structure and its expansion to a small class of words.

4. The gradual expansion of the rule, which takes into account the
sentence structure to the entire class of words.

Taking into consideration the practical invariability of the stages in
the native language syntax acquisition, the existence of similar features
in the foreign language syntax acquisition could be regarded as a
serious proof of the two processes fundamental similarity, which is the
prospect of our further research.
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