Language Acquisition in Chinese Children—

 Phonetic, Syntactic and Semantic Developments

Introduction


For many years, language acquisition of children has been a controversial topic in the linguistic field; even the term ‘acquisition’ has been criticized by some linguists who prefer another term ‘learning’. In fact, language acquisition refers to the children’s obtaining the skills needed to use languages to communicate with others effectively and to convey different meanings. No matter this is an acquiring or a learning process, one should note that this is a gradual one and it is affected by such factors as innate knowledge (Chomsky’s view), imitation of adult speech (Skinner’s view) and cognitive development (Piaget’s view).


In view of investigating this sophisticated process more in depth, this essay is going to analyze a piece of speech data produced by a local child. Therefore, the aim of this essay is to spot any distinguishing features within the data and compare them with those found in the utterances of English –Speaking children. Finally, an attempt to explain their occurrences will be made. Practically, these will be carried out in terms of the child’s levels of phonetic, syntactic and semantic developments. Beforehand, some background information will be given.

Background 

1. The child being selected is a two-year-old girl—Yu Sum-hu. This piece of data was taken in her home with her mother, and the context for this recording was that her mother showed her a picture book and they identified the drawings together. Sum-hu’s mother started the conversation by asking her questions related to the pictures on the book, then further developed her questions based on the answers given by Sum-hu. In this way, the mother led the conversation and through the pictures, she sometimes referred back to their daily life.

2. In the following analysis, theories and research data recorded in Taylor and Taylor’s ‘Psycholinguistics’ and Reich. P. A.’s ‘Language Development’ will be applied.

3. In the syntactic and semantic parts, the quotations of Sum-hu and her mother’s speech will be given in several versions: the fist is the original Chinese transcription, the second is the Romanized transcription, the third is the translated English version (absent in the mother’s speech), and the last is the correct English version. 

A) Phonetics

This part aims to investigate the phonetic characteristics found in Sum-hu’s sample which distinguish her speech form those of the adults. At her early stage of speech development, Sum-hu showed quite a number of remarkable features, which are categorized, into four areas:

1) Substitution of Sounds

Throughout the conversation, Sum-hu substituted a lot of consonants which were difficult for her to pronounce with those which were easier. This can be sub-divided into four categories, with the first two associated with the places of articulation, while the last two associated with the manners. 

a)     The first type of substitution is ‘fronting’. An instance is the replacement of the glottal /h/ by the palatal alveolar /k/ in mispronouncing the word ‘   ’(    ) as ‘   ’ (    ). This phenomenon is common among English-speaking children as ‘consonants pronounced in the front part of the mouth are tended to be easier than those further back’ (Reich, 1986, p.61). Nevertheless, as shown in Sum-hu’s sample, this problem is less serious among Cantonese speaking children, since the mechanisms of articulating the same phoneme are, to a certain extent, different in the two languages. In articulating the consonants at the speech organs which are further back (e.g. velar) in English, one has to raise the blade or even the back of the tongue towards these organs. In other words, there have to be complicated contractions of tongue muscles to bend the tongue in a direction that is opposite to that of normal tongue rolling. This involves a high degree of nervous coordination, which has to be gradually developed. On the contrary, the articulation of these consonants in Cantonese involves only a smaller degree or even no such bending of the tongue; thus, Cantonese speaking children can pronounce this type of consonants far earlier than their English-speaking counterparts. 

  
In addition, another reason for the above happening is that the places of articulation of some consonants are more towards the front in Cantonese than in English. For example, /t/ and /d/ are alveolars in English but dental in Cantonese, and /  / and /  / are palatal alveolars in English but alveolars in Cantonese. Therefore, it is more unlikely for these consonants to be ‘fronted’ in Cantonese than in English.

(b) 

The second type of substitution is ‘backing’. Examples of it include the replacement of the dental /t/ by the velar /k/ in mispronouncing the word ‘   ’(    ) as ‘    ’(     ) and that of the bilabial /b/ by the velar /k/ in mispronouncing the word ‘   ’(     ) as (     )
 . Interesting, this phenomenon contrasts with ‘fronting’ that has just been discussed and is rarely found in English-speaking children. However, it is common among Cantonese-speaking children, probably because there are fewer movements of the speech organs involved in articulating the ‘back’ consonants. As mentioned above, the degrees of tongue movements in articulating these ‘back’ consonants in Cantonese are far smaller than those in English, and no movements of other speech organs are required. Therefore, Cantonese children generally find them easier to pronounce than those ‘front’ consonants, of which the correct pronunciations involve precise movements or positioning of certain speech organs (e.g. teeth in dentals and lips in bilabials) or even combinations of them (e.g. upper teeth and lower lips in labial dentals).

   
Furthermore, it seems that the more towards the front the place of articulation of a certain phoneme, the more complicated the above movements and positioning of the speech organs will be, and, hence, the more difficulties a child has to encounter in articulating that particular phoneme. Therefore, in Sum-hu’s case, it was found that the bilabials and dentals are the most frequent sounds of ‘backing’.

(c) 

The third type of substitution is that of affricates by fricatives. An example of this type is the replacement of the palato alveolar /  / by another palatal alveolar /  / in mispronouncing ‘   ’(     ) and ‘    ’(      ) as ‘   ’(      ) and ‘    ’(     ) respectively. Like backing, this type of substitution is very rare in English-speaking children. According to Taylor and Taylor (1990,p.242), both fricatives and affricates are ‘non-repertoire consonants’ that are quite difficult for children to pronounce. Therefore, at early stages of speech development, English-2speaking children tend to replace them with the ‘repertoire’ ones (e.g. stops and glides). However, in Sum-hu’s case, it is clear that she had acquired the skills to produce fricatives but not the more complicated affricates. In other words, she did not know how to combine a stop and a fricative to form a new consonant. Hence, in order to imitate the original sound, she placed her tongue in the correct position, but since she did not have the required motor control, she ends up ‘overshooting’ the tongue to produce the fricatives.

(d) 

The final type of substitution is that of the initial fricatives by stops. For instance, Sum-hu replaced the glottal /h/ by the velar /k/ in mispronouncing ‘   ’(     ) as ‘    ’(     ). Also, she substituted the labial dental /f/ with the velar /g/ in mispronouncing ‘   ’(     ) as ‘    ’(      ). In fact, this type of substitution of the more difficult ‘non-repertoire’ consonants with the easier ‘repertoire’ ones is common in every language society, including the English ones (Taylor and Taylor, 1990, p.242). 

   
 However, there is one contrasting feature between the substitution adopted by Sum-hu and that by English-speaking children: the stops used for substitution are generally ‘in the same position in the mouth as the target fricatives’ in English-speaking children (Reich, 1986,p.61), while those found in Sum-hu’s sample are not. Hence, it is obvious that ‘fronting’ and ‘backing’ exert their influences in this type of substitution. This agrees with Reich’s ‘multiple process’ theory (1986,p.63) that ‘words undergo more than one phonological process at the same time’.

(2) Denasalization

From the sample, it was found that Sum-hu has managed to produce some nasals, such as /m/ in ‘   ’(      ). However, this does not imply that she can pronounce every word containing as nasal correctly, as denasalization did occur when the nasal is the first consonant of a word. For instance, she replaced /n/ by /j/ in mispronouncing ‘   ’(      ) as ‘   ’ (      ), and /  / by /l/ in mispronouncing ‘   ’(      ) as ‘   ’(      ). This happening might result from the difficulty for Sum-hu to start releasing a puff of air through her nose. 

     
On the other hand, when the nasal was the final consonant, there was no denasalization. Instead, the original nasals were changed to other nasals (e.g. from /m/ to /  / in mispronouncing ‘    ’(     ) as ‘   ’(     ))or the preceding consonant of that nasal was substituted (e.g. the initial /s/ being changed to /h/ in mispronouncing ‘   ’(     ) as ‘   ’(      ), although the final /  / was retained). This is because at her stage of language development, Sum-hu cannot focus on every phoneme within a word; therefore, wherever there was a difficult consonant for her to articulate, she either focused on that consonant and mispronounced the others or just the reverse.



In fact, the above nasal problems are not common for English-speaking children, and nasals are included in the category of repertoire consonants. However, they are very prevalent for Hong Kong children, and they usually ignore the nasals in their daily utterances. This is because, for convenient sake, even the adults and the mass media pay little attention to them, which in turn make the children think they are not necessary in pronouncing both Chinese and English words.

(3) Deletion of Consonants


In Sum-hu’s sample, there are instances of dropping certain consonants in pronouncing the words. The most typical one is the deletion of /t/ in the consonant cluster /ts/ in mispronouncing ‘   ’(      ) as (     )
. According to Reich (1986,p.60), ‘children universally reduce consonant clusters by dropping some of the consonants’. Therefore, this type of deletion is also found in English-speaking children. However, in the above example, they will usually delete the fricative /s/ rather than the stop /t/
.


In fact, it should be noted that in pronouncing a consonant cluster, one has to interrupt the air released from lungs in two positions successively by moving his/her speech organs within a short period. This can be very demanding for immature language users and thus they, including Sum-hu, tend to delete one of the consonants.

(4) Few tone Problems in Pronunciations


Interestingly, although Sum-hu has a wide variety of problems in pronouncing the consonants, she has shown very few errors in tones (e.g. mispronouncing ‘   ’(     ) as ‘   ’(     )), and this phenomenon is not found in English-speaking children. This is because unlike tones in Cantonese, those in English are not phonemic, i.e. the tones and pitches only affect the connotation of a sentence/phrase, but not the ‘meanings of words that have the same consonants and vowels’ (Taylor and Taylor, 1990, p.244).


In accounting for this phenomenon, Li and Thompson (1977) (quoted in Taylor and Taylor, 1990, p.244) claimed that children learning Cantonese acquired the tone system (nine tones) rapidly and well before the segmental system (consonants and vowels). Obviously, Sum-hu’s sample agrees with this claim.

B) Syntax

A careful examination of the sample revealed that Sum-hu is now at a transition stage of syntactic development, i.e. between the levels of producing two-word utterances and that of lengthened sentences. Thus, the following part will focus on the evidence of the above two productions in the sample respectively.

(1) Production of Two-word Utterances

Throughout Sum-hu’s conversation with her mother, it was found that the length of more than half of her utterances are just between two and three words. However, these two (three) word utterances also serve a wide variety of functions and roles. For instance, when her mother pointed at the picture of a duck and asked what it was, she answered: ‘    ’(duck duck). This utterance served as identification. Also, when her mother continued to ask where the duck’s neck was, Sum-hu answered ‘     ’(under the water). This utterance served a locative purpose. Apart from these, other functions shown included agreement ‘    ’(yes), refusal ‘    ’(No, I don’t want) and requests ‘     ’(I want some) etc. In addition, there are two more interesting features found in Sum-hu’s two-word utterances: ‘pivot grammar’ and ‘reduplication’.

(a) Pivot Grammar

According to Reich (1986, p.78), ‘the first people to study the two word stage found that there appeared to be a consistent pattern’ to the children’s early sentences—pivot grammar. The pivot grammar suggested that each two word utterance is composed of a very frequently used ‘pivot word’ which has a fixed position and a less frequently used ‘open class words’, of which the position is not fixed.


In Sum-hu’s sample, two instances of pivot grammar were found. In the first example, the pivot word is ‘   ’(is), and she used to place it in the initial position. In such combination, the following utterances were generated: ‘     ’,   ‘      ’,   ‘        ’  etc. 


Similarly, in the second example, the pivot word is the determiner ‘   ’(this), and it was placed in the initial position as well. However, unlike the open words in the previous example which are usually nouns, those in this example are markers e.g. ‘  ’(    ) in ‘     ’,  ‘   ’(    ) in  ‘      ’.


When compare with the English-speaking children, Sum-hu used the pivot grammar in similar ways with them. However, one should note that ‘the pivot/open distinction does not hold up as a description of early sentence-forming behaviors’ (Reich, 1986, p.79). In Sum-hu’s case, there is also evidence of breaking the grammar framework. For instance, when her mother asked: ‘                   ’, she raised her hand and answered: 

‘      ’, instead of ‘     ’. Here, the pivot word ‘   ’ was no longer at the initial position of the utterance.

Obviously, Sum-hu used the ‘pivot grammar’ in her utterances because it is economical and productive to her, i.e. using a small number of pivot words as the core to convey enormous meanings.

(B) Reduplication


 In Sum-hu’s utterances, it was found that many words are reduplicated, i.e. repeating a single word twice with no change of meanings. Examples of this occurrence include   ‘    ’,   ‘     ’ etc. For English-speaking children, these reduplications also occur, and they do so just to elongate their utterances and creating better rhythms for them. However, for Sum-hu, this was not exactly the case, as she seemed to have generated her own set of reduplicating rules to follow:



Firstly, she only reduplicated objects but not actions, so that ‘  ’(chicken) 

was reduplicated to ‘     ’, but ‘   ’(sink) and ‘   ’(cut) were not.

 Secondly, she has a concept in mind that every concrete object must be represented by at least two words, so that even in cases where a single word can represent the object, she still reduplicated it. However, if an object already needs two or more words to represent, no reduplication occurred. Therefore, ‘  ’ was reduplicated to ‘     ’ but ‘      ’ was not, although

both of them are animals. Thirdly, it seemed that rhythm was not taken into account in Sum-hu’s reduplications, e.g. the reduplication of ‘  ’ in ‘      ’ is less rhythmic than the one with only one ‘    ’. 

(2) Production of sentence-like Utterances

Although Sum-hu produced a lot of two-word utterances in the sample, there is still evidence that she made an attempt to produce longer sentences. In this type of utterances, she showed two characteristics that are comparable to English-speaking children.     

(a) Telegraphic speech


This type of speech is just like a piece of telegraph, in which only the most significant words which express the meanings of a particular sentence, the content words, are included
. All other function words are eliminated
. However, one should note that the deletion of the function words does not alter the correct word order. 


In Sum-hu’s sentences, telegraphic speech was very common. For instance, when her mother pointed at the picture of a toy car and asked her:

‘                                            ’   

she answered: ‘             ’ 

Then her mother continued: ‘                   ’

This time she answered: ‘                       .’. 


Regarding this example, it was found that in Sum-hu’s first reply, she eliminated the subject ‘    ’(I), the auxiliary ‘   ’(will), the conjunction ‘     ’(and), and the verb ‘    ’(feel). In her second reply, she left out the subject ‘   ’(the toy), the conjunction ‘    ’(so), another subject ‘   ’(I) and the verb ‘  ’(will be).


When Sum-hu’s telegraph speech is compared with those produced by English-speaking children, there are several similarity found. For instance, in both cases, pronouns and conjunctions are considered as function words that are usually deleted. However, there are also a number of differences between them. First, English-speaking children generally perceive nouns and verbs as content words, but Sum-hu tended to delete some of them, especially the subjects of a sentence. The reason for such happenings is that English is a subject-predicate language in which all components of a sentence must agree with the subject of that sentence. To put it simply, the subject is an indispensable part of every sentence. However, Chinese is a topic-comment language, i.e. addressing the central topic properly is the ultimate function of every sentence. Therefore, any words associated with it will be placed supreme importance, while others, including the subject, can be neglected. In fact, for convenient sake, the above subjects are omitted even in adult Cantonese speech.


Finally, it should be noted that Sum-hu’s production of telegraphic speech is not caused by the limitation of her vocabulary, but ‘that of her processing capacity, which they exhaust in producing key content words’(Taylor and Taylor, 1990, p.295). Furthermore, it seems that as long as the semantic content of Sum-hu’s telegraphic speech is comprehensible to the adults, they will usually not correct it, so as not to discourage her attempts to develop her syntax further.

(b) Buildup


This refers to a child’s ‘uttering a sentence, then repeating it in an expanded form’ (Reich, 1986, p.88).


In Sum-hu’s sample, there is one example of buildup: when her mother pointed at the picture of a bird and asked : ‘                          ’

She first answered: ‘     ’. Then she reinforced: ‘            

Next, her mother asked: ‘                    ’,

She then replied: ‘                                ’ 


In this example, Sum-hu first uttered the verb phrase ‘   ’(eating things), without the subject. This agrees with the Braine’s claim (1971) that subject predicatesd tend to appear as complete units (quoted in Reich, 1986, p.88).

   Then, she added the subject ‘      ’(its head) to her sentences. Finally, she added the concept of ‘   ’(eggs), the food being eaten, to her utterances. This pattern of ‘buildup’, in fact, is similar to those revealed by English-speaking children. However, it was found that the ‘buildups’of the latter ones are usually in the form of spontaneous utterances, but in Sum-hu’s case, her mother’s strong guidance in form of questions play a significant role.  This may be due to her early stage of syntactic development,such that she even did not have sufficient motor and processing skills to carry out buildup on her own while attempting to make longer sentences.

C) Semantics


This final part will focus on Sum-hu’s semantic development, i.e. how she uses speech to express herself. In the sample, it was found that Sum-hu has already achieved the stage of producing speech of which most of the meanings being conveyed are comprehensible to the others. However, there are still a number of features in this area which makes her speech distinguished from the adult ones, and they are classified into four categories.

(1) Overextension


This refers to the occurance of the ‘range of meaning which is greater for the child than for an adult’ (Reich, 1986, p.49). In accordance with the Semantic Feature Acquisition Hypothesis, the meaning of each word has its own set of semantic features. When ‘the meaning of a word has fewer semantic features than it should, the range of meaning of that word should be overextended ‘ (Reich,1986, p.311). The following is an examople of Sum-hu’s overextension.

When Sum-hu and her mother are looking at a picture consisting of different kinds of animals, the mother pointed at a fly and a snake asked:
呢隻係也野?

What is this?,  She answered: 蛇蛇








Snake, snake.








This is a snake.

The her mother continued to ask: 








呢隻係也野?








Then, what is this?

Jun-Hu answered ‘蛇蛇’
               Snake, snake. 





  This is a snake.




In this example, the semantic features which the meaning of the words ‘蛇蛇 (snake)’ and the forest habitat. However, Sum-hu did not aware those semantic features solely possessed by ‘snake’, for example, no legs, long body, sharp teeth etc. Thus she overextended the word ‘snake’.

(2) Under extension

    This is just the reverse of overextension, and it is referred to as the child’s conversation in the comprehension of words ( March,86, P.48)

In Sum-hu’s sample, there is one instance of underextension.

He perceived that all girls must have long hair and other children with short hair are boys.  Therefore, when her mother pointed at the picture of a girl mother has short hair, she still identified her as a boy.

This implied that Sum-hu has an extra but not necessarily valid implied semantic feature in the meaning of the word: girl(boy hair.

The formation of this feature may be due to the limited life experience of Sum-hu.  As most of the girls she had seen had long hair, she treated this as a rule ability, where a child is a boy or girl.

(3) Chained Association


This refers to a child’s building up the meaning of a certain word ‘from a vague reference simultaneously’ (Reich, 86. P. 50).  In the sample, she associated independent objects which have a certain similarities (for example, shape and size) with another object which he has already known, and the name of the ‘learnt’ object will be used to refer to the new objects.  In Sum-Hu’s case, when her mother pointed at a picture of a bar of chocolate and asked 

‘呢樣係也呀？’

She answered ‘琴琴’which is a totally unrelated object.  However, it should be made clear that the shape of the bar of chocolate similar to the keys of the piano, and it is this similarity which caused her Chained-association.

Conclusion


After investigating sum-hu’s sample and comparing it with the reference research data, it was found that the framework and characteristics of language acquisition are similar in Cantonese specking and English-speaking children. Nevertheless, when comparing the rate of the acquisition, it may be deduced that Cantonese children acquired the first language and than the English-speaking ones, as many of the features shown that sum-hu and 
local children only shown by the English counterprist at an older age. 


Finally, it should be stated that the essay only investigates the speech of only one child in one particular content. Therefore, the finding may not be objective and consistent enough and with a view to examining the language acquisition process more in depth, similar but more comprehensive analysis is recommend. 

References

Taylor, I. (1990). Development of semantic and discourse skills. Psycholinguistics. Prentic Hall.

Taylor, I. (1990). Getting started and phonological development. Psycholinguistics. Prentic Hall.

Taylor, I. (1990). Syntactic Development. Psycholinguistics. Prentic Hall.

Reich, P. (1986). Language Development. Prentic Hall.

� This sound does not belong to any Chinese words.


� This sound is not represented by any Chinese words.


� According to Reich (1986,p.60), when a stop consonant is combined with another consonant, typically the stop is retained and the other sound drops, although occasionally the reverse will be the case. 


� Most of them are nouns and verbs (Reich, 1986, p.76).


� Examples of them include pronouns, articles, prepositions, conjunctions and verbal auxiliaries (Reich, 1986, p.77).
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