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ABSTRACT

This study explores the hypothesis that there are
particular difficulties for secondary school students
with specific developmental language disorder (SDLD)
in understanding contextual, pragmatic meaning in
relation to non pragmatic (semantic) meaning. It
compares sixty-four SDLD students, aged between twelve
and fourteen years, with chronolgical—age-matched and
language~age—-matched non—-language impaired students.
Language age is measured by a test of non-pragmatic

meaning comprehension.

Incorporating the development of new procedures, the
study examines the students' comprehension of two
types of ambiguity where the context determines the
speaker's intention: inconsistent messages of emotion
and multiple meanings in context. These types of
ambiguity are evident in a range of communicative
intent, for exanple, to express sarcasm, idiomatic
expression, deceipt and bumour. Preliminary study
into adolescent language suggests that, at this age,
there is a particular expectation for students to be
able to understand these kinds of communication, both

in the classroom and socially.



The study provides much evidence to support its
central hypothesis: SDLD students made significantly
fewer pragmatic responses than both comparison groups.
The way students responded suggested two types of
pragmatic analysis, one concerning plausibility
Judgment and a second concerning awareness of multiple
reference and detection of miscomprehension. Non-
language—impaired children were significantly more
able to use these types of analysis, for example, to
rule out literal interpretations when they did not
know the contextually implied meaning. Some evidence
is provided to suggest that these analyses are
underpinned by skills in both the metacommunicative

and linguistic domains.

The study's findings have several implcations for
research and practice. The are serious implications,
for example, for diagnostic assessment, in the light
of the literature survey revealing that those
currently available do not assess pragmatic meaning
comprehension. The findings further provide a basis
10 challenge a view that disorders in the semantic and
pragmatic domains necessarily co-occur, as reflected

in the diagnostic category semanti-pragmatic disorder.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION.

In this chapter I will begin by explaining the rationale
for the focus of the present study, which will include a
brief description of the students taking part. I will then
describe pragmatic meaning, which in this study is
illustrated by two types of ambiguous communication,
multiple meanings in context and inconsistent messages of
emotion. I will continue by outlining the design of the

study and, finally, will examine potential implicatioms.

The points raised will be covered fairly briefly at this
time; more detailed descriptions and analysis will be made

in subsequent chapters.

1.1. RATIONALE FOR THE FOCUS OF STUDY

The origins of this study lay in my observations as a
speech and language therapist with secondary school
students who have specific developmental language

disorder.

The diagnopsis of developmental language disorder is made

when children's language development deviates from common
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developmental patterns which have been identified from
normative study, for example, Crystal, Fletcher and Garman
(1976>, Ingram (1976>, Bloom and Lahey (1978> Cooper,
Moodley and Reynell (1979). A number of factors have been
identified (Emerick and Hatton, 1978; Bishop and
Rosenbloom, 1987) which preéipitate the language disorder
or predispose the youngster towards language disorder.
These are hearing loss, mental retardation, emotional
disturbance, neurological dysfunction, environmental

deprivation and physical handicap.

The diagnosis of specific developmental language disorder
has been less clearly defined. Early definitions, for
example by Zangwill (1978), were reached at by exclusion,
that is, a specific language disorder was said to occur
where there was no identifiable aetiology. However, Lees
and Urwin (1989) noted that in a number of children
diagnosed specific language disordered, the kinds of
predisposing or precipitating factors, outlined by Emerick
and Hatton (1979 and Bishop and Rosenbloom (1987), did
exist to some degree, although not sufficiently to bring

about the degree of language disorder observed.

Cromer (1987) also noted that although children with

specific developmental language disorder achieve average
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or above average scores on performance scales of IQ tests,
these youngsters do have cognitive deficits, in

particular, relating to impaired short term memory.

It would appear reasonable to conclude that when the
diagnosis of specific developmental language disorder is
applied, the problem particularly affects language
development, and although there may be some associated
factors, such as a history of hearing loss, learning or
emotional difficulty, the language disorder cannot be
attributed to any of these alone or to the sum of those
effects. Indeed, this aspect of the diagnosis was also

referred to by Lees and Urwin (1989).

It should be noted that the term 'specific developmental
language disorder' is not used consistently by authors.
Recent literature refers either to 'specific developmental
language disorder' or 'specific language impairment’'.
However in earlier descriptions, the condition is referred
to as 'developmental dysphasia'. This diagnostic term is
also used in the field of acquired language disorder to
refer to partial loss of language facility which occurs
following brain lesion, as a result, for exanmple, of head
injury or neurological dysfunction, as in the case of

stroke. This acquired form of language disorder
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therefore more commonly occurs in adulthood than

childhood.

It is possible that the move away from the term
developnental dysphasia towards a diagnosis including the
term 'specific' was made in an attempt to emphasise the
relative weakness in the area of language in comparison
to any other difficulties the child may have, and because
of the differences between the developmental and the
acquired condition. Acquired dysphasia, for example, bhas
clearly identifiable neurological aetiology, whereas, as
discussed by Robinson (1992) developmental language
disorder does not. Further, in acquired dysphasia the
consideration is on lost ability as opposed to a failure
to develop language. Aram and Eisele (1994) note that few
of the language deficits seen in children with unilateral
left hemisphere brain lesions (the localisation of
dysfunction in acquired dysphasia) are as pérsistent or

severe as those seen in developmental language disorder.
In the present study the condition will be referred to as

specific developmental language disorder (SDLD), in line

with much of the more recent literature.
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Warnock (1978), in the report of the committee of enquiry
into the education of handicapped children and young
people, identified children with speech and language
difficulties as requiring ‘'special means of access to the
curriculum' (page 41). SDLD children's education is
therefore usually provided in a specialist language class
within a mainstream school or in a language school
(Charteress, 1994) where a speech and language therapist
has an input into the planning and the delivery of the

curriculum.

Although the need for a specialist approach within
education has been identified for children who have speech
and language difficulties, a preliminary view of the
literature revealed a paucity of research with this group,
particularly at secondary school age. In 1987, at the time
of commencing the study, I was able to uncover only one
study relating to secondary school students with specific
developmental language disorder. This was a longitudinal
study being undertaken by Haynes and Naidoo to examine
different subgroups within SDLD and their progress into
adulthood. The results of this study, which was completed

in 1992, will be described in the literature review.
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In the present study, rather than looking at outcomes for
SDLD children, which was the main focus of Haynes and
Naidoo's study (op cit), I wanted to contribute more
precisely to our knowledge of the nature of language
difficulty at secondary school age, in order to assess the

practical and theoretical implications.

My choice to focus on pragmatic meaning arose from my
observations that this aspect of language appeared to
present particular difficulty for the SDLD students with
whom I worked, in relation to other aspects of language.
For example, I noted that a number of students had
considerable difficulty in understanding ambiguity, which,
as will be outlined below, can be located within the area
of pragmatics. The same students, however, achieved age
appropriate scores (or near age appropriate scores) on
standardised assessments of language comprehension such as
the British Picture Vocabulary Scale (Dunn, Dunn, Whetton
and Pintillie, 1982) and the Test for the Reception Of
Grammar (Bishop, 1989), which do not include assessment of

pragmatic meaning.
In this study I chose to focus on comprehension rather
than expression, because I believed that any findings of

comprehension difficulty would have particularly strong
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practical implications. This belief was based on my
observation that comprehension difficulties are less easy
to detect than expressive language difficulties and
therefore may go unnoticed, particularly bearing in mind
that SDLD children tend not to voice their confusion.
This observation has also been documented by Ehren and

Lenz (1989»>.

Further evidence for the practical implications of
studying pragmatic meaning comprehension in the later
stages of communication development, at secondary school
age, came from my examination of the literature on
normative studies. These studies indicated that at this
stage in development, children are usually able to
understand aspects of pragmatic language, including
ambiguity. This implied that those talking to youngsters
of this age group would expect them to understand such
language and may not make the same kinds of adjustments to
their language, (such as simplification or explanation) as
they would with younger children. Speakers' expectations
of children’'s understanding of pragmatic meaning as they
grow older are also suggested by the frequency with which
they use non literal language. A study by Lazaar, Warr-
Leeper, Nicholson and Johnson (1989), for example, found

that, on average, 11% of teachers' utterances in class

56



- Chapter 1. Introduction -

groups of eleven year olds contained at least one idiom;
this figure rose to 20.3% for teachers talking to thirteen

year olds.

Pragmatic language covers a very broad area, which will be
explored in detail in the literature review of this study.
For the purpose of this introduction, I would like to
identify it as concerning language in the context of use
(Bates, 19762, incorporating aspects of language

expression and comprehension (Bloom and Lahey, 1978).

A part of pragmatic language is to do witbh meaning implied
by context, which goes beyond a 'diadic' relation between
utterance and meaning (Leech, 1983). That is, there is
not a direct correspondence between what is sald and what
is meant. It is this type of meaning which forms the focus
of interest for the present study and which 1 refer to as
‘pragmatic meaning'. This contrasts with 'non-pragmatic
meaning' which involves expression matching intention in a
one—to—one correspondence, and where there is no influence

of context.

My preliminary examination of the literature on normative

research revealed one study of particular interest, by

Cacciari and Levorato (1989). This study indicated that

57



— Chapter 1. Introduction -

non-language-impaired children, at the age of nine to ten
years, are able to use pragmatic, contextual strategies to
enable them to understand idiomatic meaning that they do
not know out of context. That is, they were able to use
contextual information to make an informed guess at the
speaker's intended meaning. I was particularly interested
to discover whether SDLD students would also be able to
make use of such strategies to understand idioms and other

forms of ambiguous communication.

The relation between pragmatic meaning and ambiguity will
now be explored in describing the two types of ambiguity

included in the present study.

1.2. DESCRIBING AMBIGUOUS COMMUNICATION

Ambiguity is an aspect of communication which requires the
comprehension of pragmatic meaning, because it is the
contextual information which gives the clue as to how the
speaker intends the communication to be understood. The
meaning implied by context, that is the pragmatic meaning,

thus resolves the ambiguity.
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The two types of ambiguity of interest to the present
study are (i) multiple meanings in context and (ii>

inconsistent messages of emotion.

1.2.1. Multiple meanings in context (MMO)

Multiple meanings have two possible interpretations to a
single form, the correct interpretation being dependent
upon the context in which the form is uttered. The
multiple meanings included in this study are homonyms,

multiple meaning phrases and idioms.

Homonyms are single word forms which have two or more
different meanings. For example, the verb 'throw' can

mean 'to hurl' or 'to confuse'.

Idioms are multiword expressions whose idiomatic meaning
cannot be calculated by adding up the meaning of the
individual words that comprise them (Abkarian, Jones and
Vest 1990). Examples include 'pull your socks up', 'drive

me round the bend'.

Multiple meaning phrases cannot be defined as homonyms or

idioms, according to Abkarian et al's (op cit)

definitions, because they are two word combinations as
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opposed to multi word expressions, which occur within the

same phrase, for example 'carried away', ‘tied up’'.

The context used to resolve the ambiguity in MMC may
involve linguistic or non-linguistic knowledge. For
example, in the utterance 'l completely threw Emma with
that spelling test', the context implies the meaning of
‘threw' to be ’'confuse’, since the idea of physically
throwing a child with their spelling test is semantically

implausible in relation to life experience.
1.2.2. Inconsistent Messages of Emotion (IME>

In IME, a speaker deliberately creates ambiguity with the
intention that the listener will interpret it as
contributing to the meaning of the communication. That
is, the speaker deliberately contradicts the words in the
utterance which convey one emotion, by using a facial
expression and tone of voice to create a different
emotion. The expectation is that the listener will
interpret the facial expression and tone of voice (the
non-verbal context) as being discrepant with the words
uttered and carrying the intended meaning.of the
communication. Therefore, in the case of IME, the context

both creates and resolves the ambiguity.
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There are three types of IME included in the present

study:

(i) the non-verbal message expresses anger whilst the
verbal message expresses pleasure, for example: 'You
really make me laugh, you do' communicated with a tone of

voice and facial expression to convey anger;

(1i) the non-verbal message expresses sadness whilst the
verbal message expresses pleasure, for example: 'I'm
feeling fine thanks', communicated with a tone of voice

and facial expression to convey sadness;

(iii) the non-verbal message expresses pleasure whilst the
verbal message expresses sadness or anger, for exanple, °*
I'm sorry 1 broke your tape' or 'I'm just so angry, I'm
going to hit you over the head in a minute !°',
communicated with a tone of voice and facial expression to

convey pleasure.

Therefore, although MMC and IME are both forms of
ambiguous communication there is a clear difference
between them in that in IME the ambiguity is created
intentionally in order to contribute to the meaning of the

utterance, whereas in MMC it is not. However, the

61



- Chapter 1. Introduction -

essential criteria in relation to the argument of the
present study is that, in both cases, the pragmatic

meaning may be used to resolve the ambiguity.

1.3. THE DESIGN OF THE PRESENT STUDY

The design of the present study is a comparison of SDLD
secondary school aged students with their chronologically
age—-matched peers and with a group of children matched for
language age. A test of non-pragmatic meaning

comprehension is used to match the groups on language age.

The main aim of the study is to explore differences
between the three groups on their ability to understand
pragmatic and non-pragmatic meaning, in order to find out
whether pragmatic meaning comprehension is relatively more

problematic to the SDLD students.

As outlined earlier, pragmatic meaning is concerned with
meaning conveyed by context, where there is not a one-to-
one correspondence between intention and expression
(Bates, 1976; Leech, 1983). Non-pragmatic meaning, on the
other hand, involves expression matching intention in a
one-to-one correspondence, where there is no influence of

context.
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A direct comparison between the understanding of pragmatic
and non-pragmatic meaning is possible because the language
age measure used is a test of non-pragmatic meaning
(single word comprehension presented out of context).
Further, comprehension checks are made to ensure that
youngsters have a sufficient understanding of non-
pragmatic meaning relating to the MMCs and IMEs included
in the experimental measures; that is, that they are able
to understand the meaning of the multiple meaning items
and the messages contained in the IMEs, when they are

presented in a non—ambiguous context.

1.4. POTENTIAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

It has already been suggested that there are a number of
implications arising from the possibility of finding that
SDLD children have significantly greater difficulties in
understanding pragmatic meaning than non—-pragmatic meaning

and these are outlined in further detail below.

1.4.1. Implications for Descriptive and

Theoretical Accounts of Language

In descriptive and theoretical accounts of language and

language disorder, there has been a question raised over
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the need to view pragmatic meaning separately from
semantics (Chomsky 1975; Gibbs, 1984)> because of the
interrelation between these areas of language meaning.
This argument will be explored more fully in the
literature review, but at this point it should be noted
that this issue relates to the hypothesis of the present
study, that SDLD students will have more difficulty in
understanding pragmatic meaning than non-pragmatic
meaning, because non pragmatic meaning can be located

within the field of semantics.

The tendency to view semantics and pragmatics as
necessarily co-occuring has also been reflected in the
diagnostic term ‘semantic~ pragmatic language disorder’,
which was first described by Rapin and Allen's (1987)
classification of childhood language disorders. Of
interest here, is the inclusion of the term ‘'semantics’,
even though the kinds of features included in this
diagnosis, such as °'makes literal interpretations', 'is
poor at making inferences', 'fails to comprehend non
linguistic features','fails to interpret language
pertinent to situational context' (Cullodon, Hyde-Wright
and Shipman, 1986) would, according to the descriptions of
a number of authors, for example, Bates (1976), Leech

(1983>, McTear and Conti-Ramsden (1992), clearly fall

64



- Chapter 1. Introduction -

within the pragmatic domain of language, and in

particular, the comprehension of pragmatic meaning.

McTear and Conti—-Ramsden (op cit) suggest that the main
problem of pairing semantics and pragmatics together in
this way is that it obscures the differences between them.
One of the chief differences outlined by these authors is
that at the pragmatic level it is possible for an
utterance to mean more than it says in a literal sense;
this point has already been illustrated in describing the

comprehension of ambiguous communication.

If the results of the present study show significant
differences in the comprehension of pragmatic and non-
pragmatic meaning, this would further suggest the need for
pragmatics to be considered separately from semantics,
albeit, as will become evident in subsequent chapters,

impinging upon all areas of language.

Further, examining how the different student groups
respond in comprehending IME and MMC may shed light on the
particular processes involved in pragmatic meaning

comprehension.
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1.4.2. Implications for Diagnostic Assessment

It difficulties in comprehending pragmatic meaning are
conparatively greater than comprehension diftficulties in
other language areas or 1if they can exist whilst
conmprehension in other language areas remains intact, the
need for diagnostic assessment in this area is clearly

identitfied.

The implications here are particularly strong because of
the present paucity of suitable material available to
assess difficulties in the comprehension of pragmatic

meaning.

Assessnment materials developed in the U.S.A. have included
subtests on understanding ambiguity, mainly focussing on
idiomatic expression, for exanmple: Test of Language
Conmpetence, (TLC), (Wiig 1988); Clinical Evaluation of
Language Function, first edition (Wiig, 1986), Fullerton
Language Test for Adolescents (Thorum, 1986). However,
these tests contain only a limited number of examples,
some ot which are not used in British English, for
example, 'l like the new pitcher (baseball

bPlayer/earthenware vessel)'.
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More importantly, in terms of the argument of the present
study, examples are presented out of context (Fullerton
test). This prevents exploration of the child's ability to
use a contextual pragmatic strategy to help them to
understand the idiom. In the TLC's ambiguous sentences
subtest, multiple meaning words are presented in context,
but both of the meanings are equally plausible so that the
use of a pragmatic strategy to ascertain the speaker's

intended meaning cannot be examined.

Furthermore, the material format used in these
assessments, for example, oral or written passages with
multiple choice answers (TLC, ambiguous sentences subtest)
or requests for children to explain meanings (Fullerton
test; TLC figurative language subtest) place a heavy
demand on auditory short term memory and expressive
language skills. This obscures examination of the
comprehension of ambiguity for many children with specific
language disorder, who experience deficits in skills of
expressive language and short term memory (Menyuk, 1978;

Cromer, 1987; Gathercole and Baddely, 1990).
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1.4.3. Implications for Education

Again, there would be strong implications here bearing in
mind the paucity of teaching materials available in this
area and the frequency with which ambiguous utterances
occur in everyday communication; for example in joke-—
telling (Shatz and Horribes 1974), idiomatic expression
(Ackerman 1982, Cacciari and Levorato, 1989), sarcastic
comment (Capelli, Nakagama and Madden, 1990) and inference

of 1ying (Rotenburg, Simourd and Moore, 1989).

The need to develop effective teaching approaches is
further emphasised by evidence outlined earlier in this
chapter to show an expectation that youngsters in the
later primary and secondary school years will understand
pragmatic meaning. A further example here is Nippold's
(1991) finding that in three reading programmes developed
for 8 to 13 year olds, an idiom occured in 6.7% of all

sentences.

In the next chapter, a review of the literature will
provide further background information on areas relating
to the points raised above and will cover, in greater
detail, the issues relating to the central argument of the

study. This will involve examination of related studies
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on children who have language disorder and on children and

adults who are not language impaired.
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEV

2.1. INTRODUCTION

The aim of this literature review is to provide an
account of current knowledge relating to the various
facets of the central interest of the present study; the
possibilty that pragmatic meaning comprehension is
particularly problematic in relation to non-pragmatic
meaning comprehension, in later stages of communication
development, for secondary school students with specific

developmental language disorder (SDLD),.

This issue will be examined within five parts of the
present chapter. In each part of the chapter, general
points will be covered relatively superficially with the
aim of clarifying the focal areas which will then be

dealt with in more detail.

The first part will provide an account of the nature of
language, in order to locate pragmatic and non-pragmatic
meaning within the field of study. This account will
therefore focus on the verbal and non-verbal aspects of

language which contribute to an understanding of what is
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meant by pragmatic and non-pragmatic meaning, rather than
a detailed examination of language in its entirety.
Similarly, it will focus on that aspect of pragmatics
concerning meaning and will not include other aspects
studied within this field, such as aspects of discourse
organisation, which do not have a bearing on the argument
of the present study. This account will also include an
examination of the relationship between pragmatics and
other aspects of language and will identifiy pragmatics
as involving skills in the areas of linguistic, cognitive
and social development. (Roth and Spekman, 1684; Bates,

18765 .

The second part of the chapter will focus on the two
kinds of communication which have been selected to
illustrate pragmatic meaning comprehension in the present
study, that is, inconsistent messages of emotion (IME>
and multiple meanings in context (MMC). There will be an
exploration of processes involved in understanding these
forms of ambiguous communication, in relation to the

accounts of language outlined in part one of the chapter.

The chapter will then examine, in its third part, the
development of the comprehensicon of ambiguous

communication, with a focus on IME and MMC, in children
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whose language is developing normally. The particular
interest here will be to explore and explain difficulties
that younger children have, to give further imnsight into
the linguistic, social and cognitive processes involved
in understanding ambiguity. This account will provide a
framework for examining potential difficulties that SDLD

students may have with pragmatic meaning comprehension.

At the end of this part of the chapter, having considered
the literature reviewed in the first three parts, I will
propose a model that I have developed to describe the
processes involved in interpreting IME and MMC and to
account for the kinds of responses made by children and

adults in the normative studies reviewed.

The fourth part of the chapter will begin by reviewing
the literature on what is meant by the diagnosis of
specific developmental language disorder (SDLD) and will
explore current knowledge on the nature and effects of
this kind of disorder at secondary school age. This will

include an outline of current diagnostic issues.

This part of the chapter will then examine the relatively

limited study on SDLD students' comprehension of

ambiguous communication, in particular IME and MMC. The
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focus here will again be on the secondary school age

group to reflect the central interest of the study.

Part four of the chapter will also refer to some studies
on the pragmatic comprehension abilities of adults who
have acquired language disorders as a result of
identified brain leslons. In the introduction to this
study, it was noted that caution has to be exercised in
relating findings about acquired language disorder to the
developmental condition; for example, although acquired
language dysphasias have been associated with left
hemisphere dysfunction (Broca, 1861l; Wernicke, 1908),as
yet no such localisation of dysfunction has been possible
in cases of developmental language disorder (Robinson,
1992). However, the purpose of including accounts of
adult performance is that the evidence linking right
hemisphere dysfunction with pragmatic meaning
comprehension indicates that in acquired forms of
language disorder at least, pragmatics can be
significantly impaired in relation to other aspects of
language comprehension. This clearly has relevance to

the central argument of the present study.
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The final part of the chapter will draw together the
insights gained in the previous four parts, with

particular reference to considerations which will be
relevant when examining the findings of the present

study.

Implications for the methodology of the present study
arising from the literature review will be outlined
throughout the chapter, however, a final section will
also be included to summarise these methodological

considerations.

To conclude, there will be an overview of key issues in
relation to the central argument of the present study,
that SDLD students, at secondary school age, and thus in
the later stages of communication development, will have
greater difficulty comprehending pragmatic meaning than
non-pragmatic meaning, in comparison with non—language-
impaired children. The research questions posed by the

study around this hypothesis will then be presented.
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2.2. A DESCRIPTIVE OVERVIEV OF LANGUAGE:
LOCATING PRAGNMATIC AND NON-PRAGMATIC

MEANING.

2.2.1. A Definition of Language

Bloom and Lahey (1978) define language as 'a knowledge of
a code for representing ideas about the world through a
conventional system of arbitrary signals for the purpose
of communication’ <(page 23>. The first part of this
chapter will explore the nature of that conventional

system of arbitrary signals.

2.2.1.A. Language as a System

Human language is defined as a system, because it is
based on a system of rules, which state what is
permissible in any particular language spoken by a group
or nation. The analysis of human language is made with
reference to these rules. This review will later explore
the kinde of rules involved in understanding pragmatic
meaning and will show how the acquisition of such rules
requires a complex integration of linguistic, cognitive

and social knowledge (Roth and Spekman 1984).
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2.2.1.B. Language as a Convention

There is a conventional aspect to human language in that
it can be changed or developed by those who use it, an
example being 'fashionable’' words or gestures which can
be used more or less frequently by different groups

according to, for example, age or culture.

The notion of language as being determined by the way
people use it is of importance in appreciating the
essence 0f pragmatic language, since the interest here
is in how the speaker uses all of the signals available
to communicate a variety of intentions (Bates 1970) and

how the listener interprets those intentions.

2.2.1.C. The Arbitrary Sigpnals of Language.

The signals of language are the forms used to represent
the meaning to be conveyed. They are arbitrary because
(with few exceptions, for example, onomatopoeic words
such as 'quack' and some forms of gesture) there is no

intrinsic 1link between the signal and the meaning.
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2.2.2. A Descriptive Model of Language

In order to study and describe the kinds of signals
available in communication and to examine the rules
operating in an individual's language (that 1s, the
individual's language system) it is useful to have a
model on which to organise the data and base the
analysis. One such model was outlined by Bloom and Lahey
in 1978 <(figure 2.1). This model outlines language
knowledge as an integration (marked A to D in figure 2.1)
of language form, content and use. In summary, language
form is the acoustic or phonetic shape of the signals;
language content is the categorisation of the topics or
the ideas encoded into signals, such as a reference to an
object, action or a relation; language use is the goal or

function of using those signals.

CONTENT

FIGURE 2.1. The interaction of form/content/use in language (Bloon

and Lahey, 1978).
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For example, in communicating an utterance, such as ‘lock
the doors', the form comprises the units of sound and
morphemes (including words and grammatical markers)> and
the way in which they are combined; the content includes
a reference to an object and an action; the use of the

utterance is to convey an instruction.

Bloom and Lahey's (1978) model was developed to look at
verbal language, that is, containing verbal signals in
the form of spoken or written words. However, it also has
application in describing non verbal language, containing
non-verbal signals, in the form of, for example, a
gesture, facial expression or tone of voice, because, as
will be shown below, non verbal signals can have language

content and serve a language function.

This review will now therefore examine the literature on
the nature of non verbal and verbal signals, focusing on
aspects which have a particular relevance to the two
kinds of communication of particular interest to the
present study, inconsistent messages of emotion (IME)> and

multiple meanings in context (MMC)O.
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2.2.3. Non—-verbal Signals of Language

Although non-verbal signals can fall outside the domain
of language <(Buck, 1984) and occur simply as an external
manifestation of an internal state, the present study's
interest is with non—-verbal signals which involve an
intention to convey a meaning and therefore do carry a

linguistic function.

The main focus of study into this linguistic function of
non—-verbal signals appears to have been in ascertaining
the validity of various forms, by examining the
consistency of their meaning in communication. These
studies have been concerned with the kind of meaning
which has been described in this study as non—-pragmatic
meaning, because they are concerned with simulated facial
expression and tone of voice presented out of context
and concern a one—to—one correspondence between signal

and meaning.

One area where there have been consistent findings across
studies is in the field of emotional expression by the
face and tone of voice; the two types of non-verbal

signal outlined earlier in this study as being chiefly
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involved in the expression and comprehension of IME and

MMC.

Ekman (1982) and Izard (1971>, for example, gathered
evidence to support Sylvan Tomkin's (1962) hypothesis
that there is a set of 'primary affects' associated with
a specific and universal facial display. In their
studies, photographs of posed facial expressions were
shown to groups of adults from between five and nine
different countries, who selected from a list of
emotional terms the one that best described each facial
expression. The results indicated that there were
distinctive facial expressions for six emotions labelled
in the same way, regardless of culture, as anger,
happiness, sadness, fear, surprise and disgust. These
findings were replicated in a study by Winkelmayer,
Exline, Gotheil and Paredes (1978) who showed motion
pictures (as opposed to posed photographic expressions)

to American, British and Mexican adult subjects.

These two studies imply cultural similarities in the way
the six emotions outlined above are conveyed and
recognised by facial expression. Trower, Bryant and
Argyle (1978) also note that facial expressions are very

similar in all cultures, although there are different
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rules on how freely they can be used. The issue of
cultural variation in the interpretation of pragmatic
meaning will be referred to again later in this chapter

and in outlining the method of the present study.

Ih a review of studies of vocal affect expression which
included study of how American, British, Japanese, German
and Dutch subjects judged emotions conveyed by tones of
voice, Scherer (1986) reported consistent findings on the

acoustic properties of the following four emotions.

(1> joy/elation d(increased fundamental frequency mean
(indicator of pitch), range and variability; increased

vocal intensity and rate)d;

(11) sadness/dejection (decreased fundamental frequency

mean and range; decreased vocal intensity and rate);
(iii) rage/hot anger (increased fundamental frequency
mean, range and variability; increased vocal intensity
and rate);

(iv) fear (increased fundamental frequency mean, range

variability and perturbation; increased rate).
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It is clear that the range of parameters used were
insufficient to measure the different tone of voice
gualities, for example, to discriminate between joy and
rage. However, as Scherer points out, the consistency
across the thirty nine studies reviewed was inmpressive
and indicates a good deal of convergence across the

cultures included.

Although the above studies deal with non—-pragmatic
meaning, it will be shown later in this part of the
chapter that non-verbal signals can contribute contextual
information and therefore can be used to convey pragmatic
meaning. In part two of the chapter, which examines the
processes involved in comprehending ambiguous
communication, this use of non-verbal signals will be
illustrated further in exploring the communication of IME

and MMC.

To summarise and conclude, referring back to Bloom and
Lahey's (1978) model, which describes an interaction of
language form, content and use, it can be seen that non
verbal signals such as tones of voice and facial
expressions are made in consistent forms (particular
facial configurations/vocal parameters) to convey content

relating to emotion. It will be shown later in this part
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of the chapter that the communication of these forms can
also serve a pragmatic contextual function, located

within Bloom and Lahey's component language use.

The next two sections will also show that the
comprehension of pragmatic meaning involves a need to
consider a number of aspects of verbal language. Section
2.2.4. will provide an introductory outline of the
different components of verbal language; section 2.2.5.
will focus on what is meant by pragmatics and its
relation to both verbal and non-verbal components of

language.

2.2.4. Verbal Signals of Language: An

Introductory Overview

Bloom and Labhey's (1978) model has already been outlined
as a way of analysing verbal and non-verbal signals.
Another method of analysing verbal languge, which has
been applied by linguists such as Crystal (1987), is in
terms of the linguistic levels of phonology, syntax and

semantics.

In order to appreciate the overlaps and differences

between these linguistic terms and Bloom and Lahey's
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terms of form, content and use, the two methods for

analysing verbal signals are considered together below.

2.2.4.A. Phonology and CGrammar

Applying Bloom and Lahey's (1978> model to the verbal
signals of language, language form relates to the
acoustic/phonetic shape and combination of (i) individual
sound segments or phonemes and (ii) meaning bearing units
including words and grammatical markers, such as

possessive marker ['s).

Crystal's (1987) linguistic model for organising and
analysing verbal language data separates these two
aspects of form into two different components of language
structure, (i) the system, comprising phonetics and

phonology and (ii) grammar.

The phonology of language involves study of how
individual sound segments or phonemes are organised.
Phonological rules specify the combinations of phonemes
possible for a language including how they may be
contrasted to signal meaning. Applying Bloom and Lahey's
model, there is clearly an interaction at the

phonological level of language among language form,

84



- Chapter 2. Literature Review -

content and use, since the phonetic and acoustic
properties of individual sound units are combined and

used contrastively in order to signal meaning.

The grammar of language involves the study of word
structure and sequence, that is, the way in which words
and grammatical markers signalling meaning (morphemes)
are combined to form larger units such as phrases,
sentences and clauses. The grammar of language clearly
relates to Bloom and Lahey's form of language, although
accounts of grammar do necessitate some reflection on
content, for example in determining a morpheme as a

minimum meaning—-bearing unit.

2.2.4.B. Semantics

Crystal's third component of language structure is
semantics, the study of the way in which meaning is
organised in language. Considering Bloom and Lahey's
(1978) three language components, language content and
aspects of language use both relate to language meaning.
Language content is conceived in terms of topics that are
represented in particular messages, where the topic is an

idea such as a reference to an object, action or
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relation. It is this kind of meaning which has been

called 'non-pragmatic meaning' in this study.

There is an aspect of meaning however, which Bloom and
Lahey (op cit) outline as part of their component
language use, where there is not a straightforward
reference between a language form and its meaning and
which is concerned with 'the influence of linguistic and
non linguistic context that determine how individuals
understand and choose among alternative forms of language

for reaching the same or different goals' (page 19).

Bloom and Lahey's (op cit) distinction of this latter
aspect of meaning, associated with language use, has been
highlighted by other linguists who have attempted to
explain meaning in language by explaining the process of
communication as opposed to focusing on word or sentence
meaning (Kempson (1979). It is this perspective on
meaning which some models of language consider separately

from semantics and term pragmatics.

Crystal (1987), for example, outlines pragmatics as a
separate component to language structure (phonological
system, grammar and semantics) which includes

"assumptions that people make when they communicate, the
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intention underlying what they say, the way context
influences the amount they say or the way they say it..."

(page 49).

The pragmatic perspective on meaning thus involves
explanation of how words and sentences are used and
interpreted in the act of communication, but, as already
indicated by Bloom and Lahey's (1978) description, unlike
explanations of meaning that focus on the word and the
sentence, it is not restricted to verbal signals. It is
this aspect of meaning which forms the focal interest of
the present study and will therefore now be explored in

further detail.

2.2.5. The Pragmatic Perspective on Meaning

Since the pragmatic perspective on meaning essentially
involves that part of language that is *'for
communication' a good starting point for exploring this
perspective is with the nature of the communication

process itself.
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2.2.5.A. The Process of Communicating Verbal
and Non-verbal Signals of Language

In 1973, Denes and Pinson outlined a model of
communication called 'The Speech Chain' which showed the
series or ‘'chain' of events which take place in
communicating a verbal message . An extension of this
model, which I proposed in 1992, is outlined in figure
2.2, with an illustration of how the model can be
extended to account for communication of non-verbal

messages.

The content of the message is encoded by the speaker into
language form at the linguistic level. In the verbal
route of communication this encoding involves selection
and combination of morphemes (including words and
grammatical markers), phrases, sentences and clauses; in
the non—-verbal route it may involve selection and
combination of, for example, gestures, facial expressions
and tones of voice. The language is then communicated, at
the physiological level, by voice and speech musculature
(verbal and non-verbal (tone of voice) route) and
facial/body musculature <(non verbal route). At the
acoustic level any sound in the communication is

transmitted in the form of pressure changes in the air
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(sound waves). The listener perceives the sound or visual
communication at the physiological level and interprets

the communication at the linguistic level.

The communication process, therefore, includes all the
language components outlined in section 2.2.4 above, but
it is distinct from the language process in that it
necessarily involves a speaker listener interaction aﬁd
is therefore essentially a social enterprise
(Bonitatibus, 1988>. This social emphasis can also be
applied to pragmatic language, and therefore pragmatic
meaning, since 1t is concerned necessarily with the act
of communication, unlike any other aspect of language or

indeed any other aspect of language meaning.

2.2.5.B. Distinguishing Pragmatic Meaning
from Semantics

The hypothesis of the present study is based on the
premise that pragmatic meaning is distinguishable Ifrom
other aspects of meaning. This premise has been argued by
a number of authors, most directly perhaps by Levinson
(1983>, who defined pragmatics as "“"meaning minus

semantics".
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One of the earliest writers to differentiate pragmatic
meaning from other aspects of language meaning was
Morris, who in 1938 outlined semantics as the relation of
signs to the objects to which they are applicable and
pragmatics as the relation of signs to 'interpreters’.
This need for interpretation reinforces the suggestion
made earlier in this chapter that pragmatic accounts of
meaning do not involve a one-to-one correspondence
between sign and representation. This viewpoint is also
expressed in McTear and Conti-Ramsden's (1992) attempt to
differentiate semantics from pragmatics: 'semantics is
concerned with those aspects of meaning that are
conventional - for example, the literal meaning of words
and sentences. Pragmatics, in contrast, 1s concerned
with those aspects of additional meaning that can be read
into sentences without actually being encoded in them'

(page 28).

This theme is further evident in Leech's (1983)
distinction between semantics and pragmatics which he
traces to two different uses of the verb 'to mean'. He
suggests that semantics deals with meaning as a dyadic
relation as in 'what does X mean', while pragmatics deals

with meaning as a triadic relation as in 'what did you
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mean by X'. This triadic relation was first captured by

speech act semantic theory in the 1960s (Austin,1967).

The central insight of speech act semantics is that we
use language to do things. Austin (op cit) suggested
that in uttering a sentence, a speaker is generally
involved in three different acts. The locutionary act is
the act of uttering a sentence with a certain meaning,
the 1llocutionary act is the use of the utterance, for
example, to praise, instruct, agree and tae
perlocutionary act is the effect the speaker aims to

achieve on the listener.

It has already been indicated that Bloom and Lahey's 1978
distinction between the content and use of language may
be seen as relating to the semantic — pragmatic
distinction. The content of language being conceived in
terms of topics that are represented in particular
messages, where the topic is an idea such as a reference
to an object, action or relation, relates to those
aspects of meaning where there is a one-to-one
correspondence between signal and its representation,
that is, non-pragmatic meaning. The component of language
use relates to pragmatic meaning because it is conceived

as comprising the goals of language, as outlined by
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Austin's speech acts, and because it is concerned with
the influence of linguistic and non-linguistic context on
how individuals understand and choose among alternmative

forms of language.

Considering Austin's and Bloom and Labey's work together,
the locutionary act could be envisaged as representing
the non-pragmatic meaning of the utterance, that is, that
represented by its form and content. The illocutionary
and perlocutionary force of the utterance are concerned
solely with the use of language and its pragmatic
neaning, an understanding of which helps the listener to
nake a choice between alternative forms, in line with

speaker intention.

In summary, the literature reviewed so far implies three

aspects which distinguish pragmatic meaning:

(i> it is dependent upon the form and content of all the

signals of language, both verbal and non-verbal;

(ii) there is an indirect correspondence between
utterance form and meaning which is therefore open to
interpretation and requires some kind of choice on the

part of the listener, not only on the content of the
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alternative forms, but also on what the speaker is trying

to achieve in making the utterance;

(1iii> it is concerned with linguistic and non-linguistic

context.

This review will now explore further this third aspect of

pragmatic meaning.

2.2.5.C. The Role of Context in the

Craig (1983) enphasises the prioritisation of contextual
information in accounting for the pragmatic view of
meaning, as do Rae Smith and Leinonenen (1992) who define
pragmatics as 'the study of how expressions of meaning by
humans gain significance in context and use' (page 27 -
28). Their differentiation between pragmatics and
semantics as 'contextual' and ‘decontextual’ meaning also

reflects this emphasis.

The diverse nature of context is outlined by Ochs's

(1979) classification which incorporates:
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(i) the verbal environment, to include both verbal
signals such as cholce of vocabulary and signals which
have been described in this chapter as non-verbal, such

as dialect;

(ii) the physical environment, to include aspects about

the listemner, speaker and location.

Because of the diverse nature of context, it is clear
that pragmatic accounts of meaning may go beyond the
verbal message and beyond the domailn of language itself.
This is illustrated by the 'open window' example
described below (Bates, 1976), which considers all of
these aspects of context, including those which are non-—
linguistic, as impinging upon the pragmatic domain of

language.

Bates (1976) goes so far as to equate pragmatics with
‘language in context', an area of language which develops
from the relationship between content and use which
‘permits us to do many things with language operating
simultaneously at different levels'. Bates (op cit)
illustrates this point with the example of a question 'lIs
the window open?'. The content of the question is a

proposition formed by a predicate and one argument : OPEN
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(window). At one level the speaker is using language to
ask for information, but at another level, in a context
where the speaker is uncomfortably cold, the question may

also be used as a request to close the window.

Bates' example indicates that the 'levels' she refers to
are in line with Austin's speech acts. The question 'lIs
the window open 7' has a locutionary force relating to
the content of the utterance, an illocutionary force of
asking for information and a perlocutionary force of an

expectation that the listener will close the window.

Bates' example also illustrates the function of context
on meaning. In order to interpret the meaning at the
different levels in the way the speaker intends, the
listener of the sentence needs to have knowledge of the
context in which the sentence is uttered, for example, be
able to experience the temperature in the room and to see
the speaker's discomfort. Further, there has to be a
Joint understanding between speaker and listener of the
rules of the language concerning how the context may

contribute to the linguistic content of the message.

This aspect of the use and interpretation of

communication is further exemplified by Grice‘s (1975)
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co-operative principle which he outlined as a general
agreement of co-operation between speakers and listeners
in communication. This consisted of a number of maxims
which specify the convention which participants in a
conversation should and normally do obey. The maxins
concern (i) the quantity of communication (make your
contribution as informative as required); <(ii) the
quality of communication (do not say what you believe to
be false or for which you lack adequate evidence>; ((iii)
the relevance of communication and (iv)> the clarity of

communication (avoid obscurity and ambiguity>.

Grice (op cit) noted that there are times when speakers
deliberately flout the maxims to achieve a purpose in
communication and, in doing so0, make assumptions over and
above the meaning of the sentence used, which they intend
the listener to make in order to interpret the message in
accordance with the co-operative principle. The example
that Grice gives to illustrate this, is in terms of
flouting the maxim of quantity in giving a reference for
a job applicant. Here, it is possible to express the
unsuitability of a candidate by giving only a brief
reference. The description of inconsistent messages of
emotion made in part 2 of the chapter will provide an

example of how the maxim of clarity may be deliberately
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flouted to create ambiguity, which the speaker intends
the listener to perceive and interpret as part of the

communication.

In deliberately flouting the rules of co-operation, the
speaker thus expects the listener to interpret, not the
language itself, but the speaker's manipulation of it.
Therefore, in order to understand pragmatic meaning,
before the listener is able to make a cholce on speaker
intention, they muét be aware of how speakers use
context, both linguistic and non-linguistic, to convey
their true meaning. This kind of expectaticon calls upon
an awareness of the rules governing the use of language
within the process of communication. This aspect of
communicative awareness is explored further below, in
considering the role of metacommunication in interpreting

ambiguous communication.

2.2.5.D. Metacommunication and Pragmatic Meaning

Van Kleek (1982, 1984)> first defined metalinguistic
skills as 'the ability to reflect consciously on the

nature and properties of language'. Metacommunicative
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skills also involve conscious reflection, but, unlike
metalinguistic skills, consider messages within the
context of conversation and serve to negotiate the
context in which a particular utterance is to

be interpreted.

Van Kleek (1984) identifies pérticular instances of
nmetacommunication as including, for example, whether or
not the message is to be interpreted as a joke, seriously
or ironically: she notes that these kinds of nmessages are
conveyed simultaneously with 'a linguistic message by
non linguistic means' (page 131). These types of messages
will be illustrated further in part 2 of this chapter, in
describing the two forms of ambiguity of interest to the

present study.

Given the descriptions outlined by Van Kleek (op cit),
the involvement of metacommunicative skills can be seen
as central in comprehending pragmatic meaning, since the
intentionality is not explicit here. For examplie, if an
individual does not have an awareness of a distinction
between intention and expression, they will fail to
perceive intention where there are discrepancies between

expression and intention or where intention is not
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explicitly expressed by the speaker but inferred by the

context (as in the case of IME and MMC).

Erocesses Underpinning Metacommunicative Abllities

Since the role of metacommunicative skills appears
central in understanding ambiguity, 1t is of interest to
the present study to explore the processes underlying
metacommunicative abilities, since such processes may
form a basis for discussing possible explanations for

difficulties in pragmatic meaning comprehension.

Meline and Bracken (1987) consider, in particular, the
nature of the cognitive processes underlying
metacommunicative abilities to include coordination of
two dimensions outlined by Bialystock and Ryan (1985) as

‘analysed knowledge' and ‘cognitive control’'.

Analysed knowledge involves the structuring and
classification of specialised knowledge including the
ability to make inferences. This analysis is responsible
for the knowledge of rules of language and at the extreme
of this component is the verbalisation of rules, that is,
the ability to say what you know about the rules of

language. This implies that there may be an ability, at
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some level of the component, to know about the rules of
language in the absence of an ability to say that you
know. This has implications for the methodology of the
present study, since the interest here is to explore
childrens' knowledge of pragmatic rules and not their

ability to describe or explain them.

Cognitive control involves the selection and coordination
of information and is responsible for (i) knowing what
information is required; (ii) retrieving oOr accessing
that information and (iii) coordinating information into
a solution. According to Meline and Bracken, this
dimension is involved in shifts of attention between the
meaning of a linguistic message, which 1s more salient,
to its form and context. Later in this chapter it will
be shown that in order to interpret both IMEs and MMCs it

is necessary to make these kinds of shifts.

Since communication is necessarily a social activity,
metacommunicative knowledge also requires knowledge in
the socio-cognitive domain, that is, the knowledge and
cognitive processes involved in perceiving and
interpreting the social world (Ostram, 1984). This kind
0of knowledge has already been illustrated by Grice's co-

operative principle (1975) and features in Rae Smith and
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Leinonenen's (1992) view of pragmatics. Rae Smith and
Leinonenen see pragmatic knowledge as involving two
aspects: a pragmatic component, concerned with
metacommunicative knowledge, which allows an individual
to 'be pragmatically able’' and also factors influencing
the pragmatic component, which enable the individual to
‘feel or be allowed to be pragmatically able'. The
influencing factors include (i) environmental factors,
relating to, for example, previous communication
experiences and the communication partner and ii>
within-person factors, including anxiety, self confidence

and motivation.

These kinds of influences are also incorporated into a
model exploring one kind of metacommunicative skills,
comprehension monitoring, which is illustrated in the

next section.
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An Example of Metacommunication : The Role of

One kind of metacommunicative skill which would appear to
play a part in understanding ambiguous communication is
the skill of comprehension monitoring, outlined by
Bonitatibus (1988) as 'the ability to determine if and

how well one has understood a linguistic input'.

In the introduction to this study reference was made to
Cacciari and Levorato's (1989) finding that children
developing language are able to use a contextual,
pragmatic strategy to help them to understand idioms . It
may be proposed, based on the descriptions outlined by
Bates (1976) that the context alerted the children to a
need to seek an alternative representation to the literal
meaning of the lexical items. Without the ability of
comprehension monitoring, an individual would be unable
to see the need to seek an alternative representation to

the only one available.

Dallagher (1987) proposes a number of ways in which a

listener may fail to detect a comprehension problem,

outlined in figure 2.3.
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This model shows a number of stages in the detection of a
comprehension problem which complement the stages of
cognitive contreol (Bialystock and Ryan, 1985)> outlined
earlier. The model identifies that listeners first need
to be alert to the message and to try to construct a
répresentation; having made the attempt (which may or may
not be successful) they need to evaluate this
representation in order to detect a comprehension
problem. This evaluation requires a level of processing
and effort. Difficulties with comprehension monitoring
can therefore occur as a result of breakdown in a nunber

of ways.

In the first instance, the listener may 'tune out' the
nessage or not pay sufficient attention to it to be aware
that they do not understand it; in the second instance,
they may construct a meaning interpretation but fail to
detect a comprehension problem because the representation
may not be the one the speaker intended. Here, because
the listener does not realise a possibility of a second
neaning, (s)he does not evaluate message adequacy.
Listeners who do decide to evaluate message adequacy need
to apply sufficient effort and to know the appropriate
criteria. The nature of such criteria will be examined in

depth at the end of part three of this chapter in
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exploring the difficulties that young non-language-
impaired children have in understanding ambiguous
communication and will be shown to involve social,
cognitive and linguistic knowledge. For example, the
influence of linguistic knowledge on comprehension
monitoring is indicated by Peterson, Danner and Flavell's
(1972> findings that four year-old children did not
understand the word ‘'understand’'. They equated the word
with 'hear' and were unaware of its perlocutionary force,
that is, the expectation that the utterance may be
clarified. Such a finding may be a further reflection of
the lack of knowlege of a distinction between saying and
meaning, that is, 'I hear what you say but I don't
understand what you mean.' (Robinson, Goelman and Olson,

1983

The inclusion of ‘'sufficient effort' in Dallagher's
(1987) model provides support for considering ' person’
influences on the skill of comprehension monitoring; in
this instance, relating to the individual's motivation in
the communication and the ease with which they are able
to apply the necessary linguistic/social/cognitive

criteria.
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To summarise, the literature reviewed so far indicates
that pragmatic meaning comprehension involves skills in a
number of different domains, including perception,
cognition, language, social awareness and factors of
personality such as motivation and effort. These areas
will be explored further in parts 2 and 3 of this

chapter.

The review of the literature will now focus on the issue
concerning descriptive and theoretical accounts of
language,in particular, the need to consider pragmatics

separately from semantics.

2.2.6. The Interrelation between Language
Components and the Validity of the Semantic
~Pragmatic Distinction in Relation to the

Present Study.

2.2.6.A. The Interrelation between Language
Components

The models of language outlined so far in this chapter
have made distinctions between the components of grammar,
semantics and pragmatics (or content, form and use) with

the purpose of analysing and understanding the different
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dimensions which exist within language. The interaction
between these components is however émphasised (
Macnamara 1972, Bloom and Lahey 1978, Butterworth, 1980,
Craig 1995). Macnamara states that 'meaning and the
linguistic code are best treated as though they were
elements of a compound....not usually experienced
separately, although they are distinguishable' (page 3.
Later in this chapter, it will be shown, for example,
how, in the interpretation of MMC, the contextual
information used to resolve the ambiguity may include a
knowledge of both semantic plausibility and syntactic

congruity.

The interaction between language components in
theoretical approaches is a focus of a recent chapter by
Craig (1995)>. She argues for a shift from a modular
approach (figure 2.4) where pragmatics is viewed as a
‘conversational analog' to phonology, syntax, morphology
and semantics and where there is an emphasis on the

independence of pragmatics from other linguistic systems.
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LANGUAGE

Semantics Syntax Norphology Phonology Pragmatics

FIGURE 2.4. A modular approach to describing pragmatics (Craig 199%5).

As an alternative, Craig (op cit)> proposes a
functionalist approach where 'Rather than conceptualising
pragmatic rules as a system in parallel to other
linguistic systems, pragmatics can be viewed as an
additional system of patterns that establishes linkages
between linguistic forms and discourse functions' (page
631> . This view, summarised in figure 2.5., sees
pragmatics as a process of mapping forms (such as words
and grammar) onto the functions or purpose of

communicating these forns.

COMMUNICATION
Functions Forms
Pragmatics - Semantics
- Syntax
— Norphology
— Phonology

FIGURE 2.5, A functionalist approach to describing pragwatics (Craig, 199%)
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Craig's (1995) chapter emphasises the expressive aspects
of pragmatics rather than meaning comprehension, but the
approach proposed is of interest to the concern of the
present study because, whilst it acknowledges the links
between pragmatics and other aspects of language, it
highlights a possible discrepancy between understanding
the forms themselves (including syntax, semantics and
morphology) and understanding what the speaker is trying
to do in uttering such forms. It will be shown in part 2
of this chapter that it is this latter aspect which
enables listeners to resolve ambiguous forms such as
inconsistent messages of emotion and multiple meanings in

context.

2.2.6.B. The Validity of the Semantic—-Pragmatic
Distinction in Relation to the

Fresent Study

Having now located pragmatics within the field of study
and having clarified the nature of pragmatic meaning, I
must point out that there is disagreement amongst authors
over the usefulness and indeed validity of

differentiating pragmatics from semantics.
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For example, Bates (1976) notes ‘'at first, 1t seemed that
pragmatic information was ancillary to the rest of
semantics, something that could be added on or studied
separately. It is now far less clear that this 1is the

case’'.

Chomsky (1975) proposes an independent extra linguistic
level of meaning, apart from sentence grammar, where
semantic properties and relations are defined, which
incorporates information about speaker belief. This
proposal therefore suggests that pragmatic aspects of

meaning are incorporated within semantics.

Dockrell and McShane's (1993 model of language
processing combines semantic and pragmatic representation

of meaning within one conceptual system.

Gibbs (1984) states 'there appears to be little
motivation in a psychological theory for making a
separation between semantics and pragmatics'. He bases
this statement on his findings that adults use pragmatic
information at the earliest stages of non-literal
sentence processing without bhaving first to construct a

complete semantic representation of a sentence.
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The question, therefore, appears to be not over the
existence of that aspect of meaning described in this
study as pragmatic meaning but over whether this aspect

of meaning should be considered separately..

Within the field of language disorder a current
diagnostic issue which has relevance to this debate and
highlights the difficulties that practitioners and
researchers have had 1in separating pragmatics from
semantics is the emergence in the past decade of the
diagnostic term ‘'semantic-pragmatic syndrome' (Rapin and
Allen, 1987) or ‘'semantic-pragmatic disorder' (Bishop
and Rosenbloon, 1987). This issue will be outlined in
detail in part 3 of the chapter in reviewing literature
on language disorder and related considerations, where it
will be argued that the main features included within
this diagnostic category can be located within

pragmatics.

The models of language outlined in part one of this
chapter emphasise the interaction between the components
of language (Bloom and Lahey, 1978, Crystal 1987).
Having appreciated this interrelation, however, the
present thesis proposes that'there may be a clinical and

educational validity in considering pragmatic aspects of

112



-~ Chapter 2. Literature Review -~

meaning separately. It may be that the group of children
of particular interest to the present study, that is,
those with specific developmental language disorder, may
have a particular difficulty in understanding pragmatic

meaning as compared to non-pragmatic meaning.

This group of children will be considered in depth later
in this chapter, but it should be noted at this stage
that their performance on assessments of pragmatic
meaning compared to non-pragmatic meaning may have
implications for descriptive models of language. If SDLD
children do perform comparatively worse on assessment of
pragmatic than non-pragmatic meaning, a differentiation
needs to be made for the purpose of diagnosis at least,
otherwise children may be described as having falsely
high levels of language comprehension or, in cases where
difficulty in language comprehension affects pragmatic
meaning only, may not be diagnosed at all. Further, if
there is a differentiation between SDLD children’s
understanding of pragmatic and non-pragmatic meaning,
detected by assessment of language meaning comprehension,
this has implication for the development of more

effective educational programmes.
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2.2.7. Summary and Conclusion to Section 2.2,

Language can be described broadly in terms of three
interacting components which can be applied to both non-

verbal and verbal language signals. These are

(i> the forms of sound or meaning units (for example,
words, grammatical markers, facial expressions, tones of
voice). Considering verbal language signals, the
combinations of forms are also studied within the domains

of phonology (organisation of sound units) and grammar;
(1ii> the content or meaning of language;
(iii) the use or goals of language.

There has been a move towards distinguishing pragmatic
meaning from semantics with the former being concerned
with language in context (or use) and involving a choice
among alternative forms to express or interpret intent.
The range of context in communication is such that
pragmatic meaning may be dependent upon linguistic and
non—linguistic factors, such as the situation in which
the communication occurs and the speaker's belief about

the listener. Metacommunication, the ability to reflect
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on what you know about the rules of language in context,
is concerned with the realm of pragmatics and involves
social, cognitive and linguistic skills. Pragmatics has
therefore been outlined as occupying the interface
between linguistic, cognitive and social development

( Roth and Spekman 1984, Bates 1976). Furthermore, it is
proposed that there are a number of environmental and
'person’' factors which influence an individual's ability
to 'be pragmatically able' (Rae Smith and Leinonenen

1992; Dallagher, 1987).

There may be educational and clinical wvalidity in
distinguishing pragmatics from other aspects of language
meaning when the existence of disordered language meaning
affecting only those aspects which have been described as

relating to pragmatics.

This review will now focus on the interpretation of the
two types of ambiguous communication of interest to the
present study, inconsistent messages of emotion and
multiple meanings in context. These two kinds of
communication have already been cited as examples of
pragmatic meaning comprehension, because, 1in both cases,

the context 1s used to resolve the ambiguity.
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In the next section, IME and MMC will be described more
fully with reference to the models of communication
putlined in part 1 of this chapter and there will be an
examination of the processes involved in resolving the

ambiguity of these utterances.

2.3. EXPLORATION OF THE PROCESSES INVOLVED IN
THE INRTERPRETATION OF INCONSISTENT MESSAGES
OF EMOTION (IME) AND NULTIPLE MEANINGS IN

CONTEXT (MMC).

2.3.1. Introduction

This part of the chapter will first describe inconsistent
messages of emotion (IME) and multiple meanings in
context (MMC) with reference to the literature. It will
then examine the processes involved in interpreting these
two forms of ambiguity, in light of the language models
outlined in the first part of this chapter and will
further establish the relevance of IME and MMC to the

focal issue of the study.
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2.3.2. Descriptions

2.3.2.A. lpconcistent Mescages of Emotion (IME)

Some ot the earliest documentation describing the use ot
non—-verbal communication, in particular that of facial
expression, to contradict verbal communication, came from
Ekman and Friesen (1969). They outlined a model of
emotional expression (figure 2.6.), including 'display
rules' which they describe as factors inhibiting or
altering direct expression of emotional states, for
example to accommodate the appropriateness of a

situation, such as not smiling at a funeral.

Affective| ——P |Primary affect programme: Facial
Stimulus Happiness, sadness, fear Display
anger, surprise, interest
disgust

FIGURE 2.6. A model of emotional expression, Ekman (1982). Adapted

from Ekman and Friesen, (1969)
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Ekman and Friesen (1974) examined the methods
communication 'senders' use to conceal true emotional
states. They showed nurses an unpleasant film showing
burns and amputations. The nurses were then asked to
conceal their negative feelings and convince the
interviewer that they had seen a pleasant film. This
study showed that the face provided the best source for
concealing true emotion; it was easier to detect that the
nurses were trying to deceive the interviewer from
observing their whole body cues. Ekman and Friesen <(op
cit) explain this finding as arising because
communication receivers pay most attention to
communication made by the face as opposed to other forms
of body communication, such as that of body posture, hand
and foot movement; ‘senders' therefore develop a greater
control over preventing the leakage of true emotions

through the face.

The kinds of messages Ekman and Friesen looked at are
different from IME, because in IME, although the speaker
deliberately uses non-verbal display rules, involving the
face and tone of voice, the intention is not to deceive
the listener, rather, the speaker intends the listener

to perceive the inconsistency and to interpret it as
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negating the meaning of the communication in the verbal
channel. For exanmple, In IME, a speaker says, 'l am
feeling fine' with a facial expression/tone of voice to
communicate that they are not fine, with the intentiomn
that the listener will interpret the non verbal message
as the meaning of the communication. There is, therefore,
a single correspondence between sentence and meaning in
the verbal signal, deliberately negated by a non verbal-
signal, to create a contextually implied or pragmatic
meaning, which is the intended meaning of the
communication. The non-verbal context therefore serves to

both create and resolve the ambiguity of the utterance.

Since the speaker wishes the listener to notice the
inconsistency, it is in keeping with Ekman and Friesen's
(op cit) findings that the speaker uses the face, (in
addition to the tone of voice) rather than other forms of

body language, to convey the non-verbal context.

Vith reference to the descriptions of language proposed

by Bloom and Lahey (1978)> and Crystal (1987), which were
outlined in part one of this chapter, the meaning of the
verbal message and the non-verbal message can be located
within the field of semantics or content, the type of

meaning referred to in this study as ‘non-pragmatic'.
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However, the choice on which of the two messages the
speaker intends to convey as the meaning of the
communication, (that is, the non-verbal message), can be
located within the field of pragmatics or language use.
Since the speaker's intended meaning is implied by the
context in which the verbal message is uttered, it has
been identified in the present study as ‘pragmatic

meaning’.

Instances of inconsistent messages have been shown to be
used and interpreted as expressions of, for example,
sarcasm (Ackerman 1981; Capelli, Nakagama and Madden
1990> and lying (Rotenburg, Simourd and Moore, 1989).
These references are reviewed more fully later in this
chapter, in examining how children develop an

understanding of ambiguity.

This chapter will now provide a description of the second

form of ambiguity of interest to the present study:

multiple meanings in context.
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2.3.2.B. Multiple Meanings in Context (MNMC)

There are three types of multiple meanings of interest to
the present study: homonyms, multiple meaning phrases and

idioms presented in context.

Idioms are multi-word expressions whose meaning cannot be
calculated by adding up the meaning of the individual
words that comprise them (Abkarian, Jones and Vest,

1990), although Gibbs (1987) noted that some idioms,
which he called transparent, have a more direct semantic
relationship to the meanings of the individual words than
others, which he called opaque. The idiom 'skating on
thin ice', for example, has more apparent links between
the idiomatic meaning and the literal meaning <(to be

careful) than the idiom ‘kick the bucket' (to die>.

Homonyms comprise individual lexical items; multiple
meaning phrases comprise a combination of two lexical
items within the same phrase. The forms here have the
same phonemic pattern but different meanings and may also
serve a different grammatical function. For example, the
word ‘'jam' has two meanings, Oone only functioning as a
noun, with the meaning 'a sweet conserve', and the other

with derivatives in verb or noun form, with the meaning
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‘to be wedged or obstructed' or 'a mess/blockage’'. The
verb phrase 'tied up' has two meanings both functioning
in verb form, one meaning 'to be physically tied' the

other meaning 'to be busy'.

In the case of MMC, therefore, there is more than one
possible correspondence between sentence and meaning in
the verbal signal and it is the contextual information
which, as in IME, serves to resolve the ambiguity. The
context may be supplied by one or more of a number of
factors, including the other words in the utterance, the
non-verbal context in which the utterance is made
(chiefly, tone of voice) and the listener's knowledge of
what is syntactically congruous and semantically

plausible.

With reference to the linguistic levels and to Bloom and
Lahey's (1978) model, which were outlined in part 1 of
this chapter, the multiple meanings of the lexical
item(s) can be located within the field of semantics or
language content, which has been referred to in the
present study as 'non-pragmatic' meaning. The choice as
to which of the meanings is intended, given the context,
is, however, concerned with pragmatics or language use.

Since the speaker's intended meaning is implied by the
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context in which the lexical items are uttered, it has
been identified in the present study as 'pragmatic

meaning'.

Having described the two types of utterance of interest
to the present study this review will now examine, in
terms of speech act theory and the Cooperative Principle
(Grice 1975), the speaker's goals and intentions in
making such utterances. It will then explore, in more
detail, the perceptual and linguistic processes involved
in their interpretation, with reference to the models

outlined in the first part of this chapter.

This will provide a framework for examining potential
difficulties that children with specific developmental
language disorder may have with these forms of

communication.

123



- Chapter 2. Literature Review -

2.3.38. Applying Speech Act Theory and °‘'The Co-
operative Principle' to the Interpretation
of Inconsistent Messages of Emotion (IME)

and Multiple Meanings in Context (MMC)>

2.3.3.A. Inconsistent Messages of Emotion C(IMED

Applying the Co-operative Principle (Grice, 1975>, in
IME, the speaker deliberately flouts the maxim of clarity
to create ambiguity, with the intention that this will be
interpreted by the listener as contributing to the

meaning of the utterance.

Considering Speech Act theory, there are two locutionary
acts in IME, one represented by the content of the verbal
message, the other represented by the content of the non-
verbal message, which also serves to create a linguistic
context for the verbal utterance. The illocutionary force
of IME is the deliberate creation of ambiguity with a
perlocutionary force, in line with Grice's Co-operative
Principle, that the listener will perceive the
illocutionary force and interpret the message as the
speaker intends, that is, 1in terms of the meaning

communicated by the non-verbal signals.
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2.3.3.B. Multiple Meapings in Context (MMC)

In MMC there are two possible locutionary acts
represented by the verbal signal. The speaker's intention
therefore is not necessarily clear, because there are two
possible intentions of the same expression and the
listener has to use the context to determine the intended
meaning. The speaker does not deliberately create the
ambiguity, as in IME, but the perlocutiocomnary force of the
utterance is that the listener will interpret the

communication as the speaker intends.

2.3.4. The Perceptual and Linguistic Processes
Involved in Interpreting Inonsistent Messages

of Emotion and Multiple Meanings in Context.

2.3.4.A. Applying the Speech Chain (Denes and Pinson
1973; Rinaldi, 1992)

The processes involved in the listener interpreting IMEs
may be explored using my exXtension of Denes and Pinson's

speech chain model, with the example message 'I
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am not feeling fine', comprising verbal message 'I am
feeling fine' and the non verbal message 'l am not

feeling fine' (£fig 2.7.).

The communication is first perceived through the auditory
channel (verbal message plus tone of voice) and the

visual channel (facial expression).

With reference to the descriptions of language outlined
earlier in this chapter, it may be proposed that at the
language level there are three kinds of interactive

processes

(i> Syntactic/form dealing with the structure of the
signals (verbal: Subject, verb, adverbial; non-verbal:
decreased fundamental frequency mean and range, decreased
intensity and rate, facial display to include, for

example, a frown, furrowed brow);
(ii) Semantic/content dealing with the ideas referred to

by the signals (verbal: I am fine; non-verbal: I am not

fine);
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Verbal message: 'I am feeling fine'

p—VERBAL =ROUTE OF
f (( acousTic LEVEL ) #
C
PHYSIOLOGICAL LEVEL PHYSIOLOGICAL LEVEL 0
Voicing and articulation of sound. Hearing M
M
T 1 J, U
H N
E | | LANGUAGE LEVEL EXPRESSION: LANGUAGE LEVEL I
The conversion of ideas into words and RECEPHON' i C
sentences according to Interpretation of the meaning A
grammatical and semantic rules. conveyed. T
I
0N R
smqugnng :v Lﬂ?TEEﬂERl_h
1 kil c
LANGUAGE LEVEL LANGUAGE LEVEL 0
The meaning to be conveyed. interpretation of the M
meaning conveyed M
T i U
H . t N
E PHYSIOLOGICAL LEVEL PHYSIOLOGICAL LEVEL I
gesture, facial expression, body movement, Hearing, vision. C
intonation/stress patterns. ?
5 I
@ ACOUSTIC LEVEL 0
(tone of voice) N
= NON-VERBAL ROUTE OF “

Non-verbal message: 'l am not feeling fine'

FIGURE 2.7. The process of communicating and inconsistent

message of emotion.
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(iii> Pragmatic/use where the context is taken into
account and a choice is made concerning the speaker's

intent.

The detection of the ambiguity is therefore dependent
upon processes at both perceptual and language levels,
with the resolution of the ambiguity occurring at the
language level and being dependent upon the knowledge of
pragmatic rules, which, as has already been shown,
involve metacommunicative knowledge, such as an awareness
of the rules of co-operation between speakers and

listeners {(Grice, 1975).

Multiple Meanings in Context (MMC)

It may be proposed that in interpreting MMC, the
interpretation of ambiguity is again dependent upon
processes at the perceptual and language levels involving
syntactic and semantic analysis, with the resolution of
the ambiguity occuring through pragmatic analysis. Based
on the review of the literature in part 1 of this
chapter, this pragmatic analysis can be envisaged as
including analysis of contextual information with a
choice being made between the two (or more) possible

interpretations. The contextual information used to
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resolve the ambiguity may vary according to the
particular utterance. This is illustrated by the three

different examples below.

(i) 'the road was jammed solid’;

i) 'her room is a real pigsiy';

(iii) 'he couldn't go to the party because he was tied up

all day'.

Utterances such as ‘'the road was jammed solid' are only
ambiguous if there is insufficient syntactic/semantic
knowledge to recognise that there is only one meaning
rendered by the use of words in certain forms, in this
example, 'jam' in verb form. The other meaning of 'jam',
that is, a sweet conserve, used only in noun form, is
rendered syntactically incongruous and semantically
implausible in relation to situational understanding and
life experience. This utterance thus provides an example
of how syntactic and semantic knowledge can contribute to

pragmatic analysis.

The ambiguity of utterances such as 'her room is a real

pigsty' is resolved by knowledge of semantic plausibility
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and also by the non—-verbal context in which the utterance
is made. For example a tone of voice/facial expression to
convey anger, indicates the meaning of the verbal signal

to be that her room is a mnmess.

Resolution of the ambiguity of utterances such as 'he was
tied up all day' rely solely on recognising semantic

implausibility in relation to situational context.

2.3.4.B Further Exploration of the Linguistic
Processes Involved in interpreting
IME and MMC: A Focus on Locating Pragmatic
Erocesses

A model of speech production outlined by Butterworth
(1980) (figure 2.8.) implied a sequentially organised
processing system, with a flow of communication away from
what is seen as the highest level in the system, the

pragmatic subsystem.

In this model, the pragmatic subsystem is concerned with
the kind of phenomena already outlined in this chapter,
including implicature, indirectness and politeness. The

inputs to the subsystem include descriptions of the
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PRAGMATIC
SYSTEM 7
Thoughts /
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“— Word-meaning
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FIGURE 2.8. A model of speech production (Butterwarth,

1980). An attempt to locate pragmatic pfocesses.
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environment, the speaker's belief about the listener and
the speaker's goals in communication. The 'inputs’
therefore include metacommunicative knowledge and factors
which have already been identified as influencing this
knowledge (Rae Smith and Leinonenen 1992; Dallagher
1987>. The outputs of the pragmatic subsystem are
interpretable by all other subsystems including those

concerning syntax, semantics and phonological assembly.

The implication of Butterworth's (1980) model is,
therefore, that pragmatic processing takes place early in
the process of speech production and, conversely, it
could be assumed that in speech comprehension it takes

place at the end of the process.

Indeed, this is the proposal of Dockrell and McShane
(1993), who outline, in comprehension, that information
from a lexical system (concerned with word meaning) and
grammatical system (concerned with syntax and
morphological structure) feeds into a conceptual system
which creates semantic and pragmatic respresenations of

meaning.

This view of pragmatics as occurring at the end of some

kind of chain of events was also reflected by Searle's
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(1975, 1979) set of principles by which a listener is
able to interpret multiple meanings. He proposed that the
listener first 'computes' the literal meaning (that is,
the non-pragmatic meaning) of the sentence, through
syntactic and semantic analysis, and then decides if the
literal meaning is defective given the context; if the
literal meaning is inappropriate, the listener seeks
another meaning depending upon the principles of the

conversation and knowledge of speech acts.

However, the idea that pragmatic processes come into
force towards the end of a sequential process following a
preliminary semantic analysis is challenged by Gibbs
(1984)> and Capelli, Nakagama and Madden (1990) who showed
that pragmatic analysis may occur relatively early on in

the process of utterance comprehension.

Capelli et al (op cit) proposed that when the context is
supplied by tone of voice, the listener only needs to
make a superficial examination of the literal message, to
determine the general topic, in order to make a decision
on the intended meaning. The intonation is perceived and
encoded, but by suggesting that the listener interprets
the speaker's intention, 'from the start’, the indication

is that the ambiguity is resolved without requiring
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detailed analysis at the language level as suggested by
Searle (1975, 1979). These proposals are of interest to
the exploration of the interpretation of IME and MMC,
where tone of voice contributes to the contextual

information.

Capelli et al (1990) read a series of short scenarios to
children, where the final statement contradicted
information given previously. For example, 'Laura and

her sister Ann were talking about what they wanted to get

for Christmas. “"Gee I hope no one gives me socks" said
Laura, " Everyone always gives me socks, I probably have
about 30 pairs that I've never even worn'. That evening

Laura and Ann opened their gifts. Laura opened her first

one and in it were six pairs of socks. _ Y "

(1} "

They found that the children could understand the
contradictory verbal statement better when intonation was
used to emphasize the contradiction. They did less well
when intonation was not used so that the contradiction

was in terms of the verbal context only.

Capelli et al (op cit) suggest a possible explanation of

this finding to be the very early development of
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sensitivity towards prosodic features. For example,
Kuhl's (1987) review of studies into infant perception of
changes in tone of voice, which examined physiological
changes in infants, such as heart rate variability and
sucking response, concludes 'the data avalable confirms
that infants under 4 months are capable of discriminating

changes in intonation contour' (page 318).

Gibbs' 1984 paper on literal meaning and psychological
theory pointed to evidence that adults also use pragmatic
information at the earliest stages of sentence processing
without having to first construct a complete semantic
representation of a sentence. He cites evidence from his
1979 study that it did not take adult subjects longer to
process indirect requests than literal uses of the same
sentence, which he argues should be the case if the
literal meaning is computed before deriving a non-—-literal
neaning. His conclusion is that the analysis of literal
conponential meaning (semantic representation) is not
necessary or useful in interpreting a speaker's
intentions. Rather, a listener learns to recognise a
speaker's intentions through an understanding of social
context and speaker goals/beliefs. The emphasis of this
view is therefore on the listener's social knowledge

enabling an understanding of the illocutionary force of
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the utterance and away from the linguistic knowledge
involved 1in the process of analysing and comparing the
locutionary force of the utterance with the context, as
suggested by Searle (1974, 1979). This view thus
emphasizes the role of metacommunicative skills in

interpreting ambiguous communication.

A study by Ortony, Schallert, Reynolds and Antos (1878),
however, identified that the amount of context in which a
non—-literal item occurs affects the time 1t takes adults
to process the meaning. These authors found that it did
take subjects longer to process ldioms and metaphors than
literal meanings when the context was of short duration,
but that this ditference 1in processing was eradicated
when more context was included. This finding indicates
that it is the use of contextual information which allows
the more automatic processing facility, based on

metacommunicative knowledge, suggested by Gibbs (1984).

2.3.5. Summary and Conclusion to sectiomn 2.3.

This part of the chapter has provided a focus tor

examlining inconsistent messages of emotion and multiple

meanings 1in context, the two forms of ambiguity included

in the present study to represent instances of pragmatic
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meaning comprehension. The literature has highlighted
the involvement of perceptual, linguistic, social and
cognitive processes in interpreting these kinds of
communication and confirms the claim made at the end of
part 1 of the chapter for pragmatics to be at the
interface of linguistic, cognitive and social knowledge

(Roth and Spekman, 1986).

The comprehension of contextual information, which
necessarily involves pragmatic analysis, is central in
resolving the ambiguity of IME and MMC, but there is
uncertainty as to (i) when in the process of utterance
interpretation pragmatic analysis occurs, and (ii) the
role of linguistic and socio—cognitive rules within
pragmatic analysis. There is evidence, however, to
suggest that metacommunicative skills, based on socio -
cognitive knowledge, enables a more automatic level of
processing, involving a lesser degree of linguistic
analysis, but that this type of processing may not apply
when multiple meanings are presented out of context or in

2 context of short duration (Ortony et al, 1978).
These aspects will now be explored further by examining
studies of children in varying stages of developing the

ability to interpret ambiguous communication. In
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particular, explanations as to why children developing
communication have difficulty in resolving ambiguity will
be explored in order further to clarify the nature of
pragmatic analysis, including the pre-requisite
linguistic and socio-cognitive skills and aspects

pertaining to environmental influences.

2.4, AN EXPLORATION OF THE PROCESSES INVOLVED
IN INTERPRETING INCOBSISTENT MESSAGES OF
EMOTION (IME) AND MULTIPLE MEANINGS IN
CONTEXT (MMC). EVIDENCE FROM DEVELOPMENTAL
STUDIES ON THE COMPREHENSION OF AMBIGUOUS

COMNMUNICATION.

2.4.1. Introduction

In this part of the chapter, the presentation of
developmental studies on the comprehension of ambiguous
communication have been grouped together according to
whether they relate to IME or MMC. The main interest
here is to explore further the particular processes
involved in the interpretation of IME and MMC, relating
to linguistic, cognitive and social knowledge, which may
underpin the development of pragmatic meaning

comprehension. (Roth and Spekman, 1984; Bates 1976).
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Influences of personality and environment will also be

considered.

2.4.2. Studies Relating to IME and MMC : A Focus
on the Development of Metacommunicative

Knowledge.

2.4.2.A. Studies on the Ability to Detect Ambiguity

Created by Inco ete Ver

Studies by Ackerman (1981) and Bonitatibus, Godshalil,
Kelley, Levering and Lynch (1988) highlight the
difficulty five—-year-old children have in interpreting
messages in referential tasks rendered ambiguous due to
insufficient information. The children were asked to
select one of four drawings varying in size, colour or
shape, but beoéuse insufficient information was given,
for exanple, 'show me the red ball' (the pictures from
which the children selected contained one large red ball,
one small red ball), the intended referent was not clear.
Ackerman and Bonibatibus (op cit) suggest that difficulty
arose because the five-year-olds' reliance on the
illocutionary force of the utterance was marred by their
inaccurate beliefs about the intentions and co-

operativeness of speakers.
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Bonitatibus et al (1988) proposed that because of
underdeveloped skills of social cognition, children
assume the speaker's honesty and cooperativeness and
this prevents them from carefully examining their words
and noting multiple interpretations. Further, they found
that five-year-old children normally assume that the
speaker refers to a single referent which prevents them
from exhaustively searching the array for other possible

referents.

Viewing this finding from a purely cognitive perspective,
the work of Piaget and Inhelder (1964) would appear
pertinent here. For example, they identified skills
which develop at seven years plus, at the stage of
concrete operational thought, which allows children to
‘decentre attention away from a salient attribute’. In
Bonitatibus et al's (1988) study it may be that the
information given provided the salient attribute and that
children were unable to decentre their attention to the

nissing information.

Further, Ackerman's (1981) and Bonitatibus et al's ((1988)
studies showed that when five-year-old children were told
that the speaker would try to deceive them, they were

more able to detect ambiguous messages. Bonitatibus et
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al's (op cit)> study also showed that children were more
able to detect ambiguity when they were made aware that
the speaker might refer to more than one referent. It may
be that increasing children's awareness in this way bad

the effect of making the 'hidden' meaning more salient.

The skill of comprehension monitoring, that is the
ability to realise that you do not understand
(Bonitatibus, 1988; Dallagher 1987) has already been
identified as a necessary skill for comprehending
ambiguity and would also appear to have a bearing on the
above studies. For example, if the children were unable
to realise that they may not understand the
communication, they would not see the need to seek an
alternative referent. However, a study by Robinson and
Mitchell (1990> found that children as young as five
years were able to report accurately that they did not
understand the name of an unfamiliar character, when they
were asked. Robinson and Whitaker (198%) also found that
when they included a model of a "mystery man" ( a toy
figure with a question mark on it's T shirt) to represent
a 'don't know' response in a picture selection task,
children made fewer incorrect responses to ambiguous

utterances.
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Robinson (1992 also showed that children as young as
four years were able to discriminate between difficult
guestions; that is, ones that they could not answer but
which were sensible nevertheless (for example, 'is
America further away than India 7') and semantically
anomolous questions (such as 'ils a box louder than a knee
7'), when they were asked to judge whether the questions

were 'sensible or silly'.

In all these studies, the researchers made the need for
children to determine whether they understood or not
explicit, either by asking 'Do you know?', by using the
Mystery man toy or by requesting silly/sensible
Judgments. It would appear that under these conditions,
children as young as four years are able to use skills of
comprehension monitoring, but it may be that at this age,
they cannot organise the operation of this skill for

themselves.

The hypothesis that young children make false assumptions
on speaker honesty and co-operativeness is supported by
Robinson and Robinson's (1978) and Meline and Bracken's
(1987) findings that five-year—olds 'blamed' the
listener and not the speaker for failed communication

relating to incomplete, ambiguous messages. That is, they
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believed the listener to be responsible for not
understanding the communication. Seven-year—old
children, however, blamed the speaker on the grounds that

they did not say enough.

Robinson, Goelman and Olson (1983) also found that an
average 0f sixty percent of five and six-~year-—old
children were unable to make a distinction between what
is said and what is meant. Their experiment involved
giving children incomplete instructions to select a
picture from an array, for example 'the red flower' <(the
intended meaning was 'a big red flower'). Vhen children
were asked if the experimenter had said 'the big red
flower' forty seven per cent agreed that this had been
said. In speaker role, when the children gave inadequate
instructions to the experimenter, seventy four per cent
accepted that they had given an adequate instruction, for

example 'the big red flower', when they had not.

Robinson et al (op cit) conclude that although some
knowledge about the relation between expressions and
intentions is implicit in speaking practices from an
early age, as demonstrated, for example by Shatz and
Gelmans' (1973) findings that children as young as four

years will simplify their descriptions when talking to a
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younger child, there is a lack of explicit awareness of
the ways in which alternative expressions relate to an

underlying intention.

Robinson et al (1983) suggest that this awareness is
carried by competence with lexical items, such as 'mean’
and 'say', which express the distinction between
expression and intention. They found that the mothers of
those six-year-olds who were 'speaker blamers' explicitly
marked instances of non—comprehension by saying 'I don't
know what you mean' or by asking ‘what do you mean?'.
Their proposal is that by making such statements, the
mothers were shDQing their children that what you say may
not always make clear what you mean. This suggests that
the speaking practices of parents influence young
children's learning of distinction between intention and

expression.

Although Robinson et al's (op, cit) findings offer
insight into young children's awareness that speakers can
give ambiguous messages, it should be noted that the
findings of their 1983 study, relating to children in
speaker role, may be affected by the childrens' desire to
agree to having given adequate instructions, even though

they may have in fact been aware that they were not
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adequate. Further, the children's responses in listener
role may have been affected by their confidence to
challenge the experimenter. These kinds of "within
person" factors influencing children's pragmatic
performance have already been referred to in the models
proposed by Rae Smith and Leinonenen (1992) and Dallagher

(1987) .

2.4.2.B. Ability to Detect Inconsistencies

Two studies will be included in this section to examine
possible reasons why children may fail to detect
inconsistencies in the verbal message (Markman, 1979;
Ackerman, 1981>. Although the kinds of inconsistencies
explored by these studies are not those evident in
inconsistent messages of Emotion and do not include
multiple meanings, they do involve pragmatic meaning
comprehension. The same kind of metacommunicative skills
required to detect inconsistencies explored by these
studies relating to, for example, assumption of speaker
honesty, awareness of illocutionary force and the
interpretation of contextual meaning may also have
application for describing difficulties in comprehending

IME and MMC.
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The study by Markman (1979) explored eight to twelve-
year— o0ld children's awareness of their own comprehension
failure when presented with inconsistent information in
written paragraphs. For example, 'Fish must have light in
order to see. There 1s absolutely no light at the bottom
of the ocean. Some fish that live at the bottom of the
ocean know thelr food by Its colour and will only eat red
fungus. ' The chilildren were asked a series of questions
about the paragraphs to check their recall of information
and to assess theilr detection of the inonsistency (for
example the children were asked, 'Did everything make

sense? Did I forget to tell you anything ?')

Markman's finding that even some twelve-year-olds judged
as comprehensible a sizeable proportion of paragraphs
with inconsistencies was in line with Piaget's (1970)
cognitive developmental stage of formal operations (12
years plus) which includes the emergence of an ability to
detect inconsistency. Markman noted, however, that the
children in her study did have the necessary cognitive
skills to detect the inconsistencies, including good
probed recall of information, logical capacity to draw
inferences and willingness to question the experimenter.
Markman proposes that children may be able to cope with

the entire set of required processes necessary to resolve
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inconsistent communication but may not spontaneously
organise the behaviour themselves. She found that when
children were warned about a problem, their performance

improved.

It should be noted that, although Markman's proposals
raise questions regarding Piaget's theory on the stages
0of cognitive delopment, which relate to a body of
research challenging Piaget's original claims (for
example, Donaldson (1978)) this research does not have
particular significance to the central focus of the
present study, and therefore will not be included here.
For the purpose of this study, the key area of interest
in Markman's findings is that despite having necessary
cognitive skills to detect inconsistency, twelve—-year—old
youngsters still failed to do so. It may be that the
difficulty lay in the youngsters' inability to make
accurate judgements of the speaker's (or writer's)
communicative intentions and a lack of knowledge
regarding the rules of conversational cooperativeness,

including the purpose of flouting the rules (Grice 1975).

Ackerman (1981) looked at the ability of adults, and of
nine and six—year—-old children to interpret utterances

where the speaker deliberately marks inconsistency
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between the verbal content of a message and verbal
contextual information presented prior to the message, in
order to achieve a certain illocutionary and
perlocutionary force. For example, 'Robert asked all of
his friends to play baseball. He wanted to have two
complete teams. He counted up all that came and it
seemed they needed exactly two more for two teams. Then
his younger brother came and asked to play, but Robert

said "Sorry, but we've got too many guys, so you can't

playHQ R

The children were asked questions to assess knowledge of
(1> detection of inconsistency (Fact questions, for
example, did Robert have enough guys for two complete
teams to play?) (i1i) the speakers awareness of their
inconsistent communication (Did Robert know exactly how
many guys they had?) and (1ii) speaker intent (Did Robert
want his brother to play?). Ackerman found developmental
differences in that younger children were more likely to
retain the literal interpretation of the utterance when
it was inconsistent with the facts. The six—year—olds
were able to detect the inconsistency to some extent,
shown by a ‘no' response to the fact questions and they
made some non—literal interpretations of the intent.

However, Ackerman's conclusion is that, at this age,
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there is only a very superficial understanding of the
conversational purpose of marking inconsistency, because
the six—year-olds' judgement on speaker intent did not
vary according to whether they thought the speaker was

aware of the inconsistency.

The nine-year-olds made more non-literal judgements per
se than the six-year-olds and they also made a higher
proportion of non-literal interpretations when they
judged the speaker to be aware. These interpretive
tendencies were even more pronounced in the responses of

adults.

These findings show that nine-year-olds were assisted in
their interpretation of speaker intent by knowing that
the speaker was aware of the inconsistency, and indicates
that they have 'some inchoate understanding of the
constraints on evaluating the intentional use of an
utterance and of the non-literal ways in which an
utterance can be used...thilis understanding increases with

age.' (page 478, Ackerman, 1981),.
Ackerman's (op cit) study indicates a developmental stage
present to some degree in some children at least as early

as 6 years, where there 1s an ability to make a context
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sensitive appraisal of the information to detect
inconsistencies in what is said (Ackerman 1981> but the
ability to infer the speaker's conversational purpose in
marking inconsistencies may not be acquired until a later

stage.

Ackerman's (op cit) study suggests that children are able
to detect inconsistency at an earlier age than those in
Markman's (1979) study; one explanation for the
discrepancy in these findings is that the children in
Ackerman's study were asked to reflect on the speaker's
awareness and intent, that is, on the illocutionary force
0of the utterance, whereas in Markman's study they were
not. It could be argued therefore that Ackerman made the
metacommunicative function of the utterances more
explicit. Further the inconsistent-aware utterances in
Akerman's study were read with a sarcastic intonation
which could have made the inconsistency easier to detect.
The findings of Capelli et al's (1990) study, outlined
earlier in this part of the chapter, indeed showed this

to be the case.
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2.4.2.C. TIhe Ability to Understand the Function of
Indirect Requests.

Studies on children's understanding of indirect requests
confirm that some aspects of pragmatic comprehension
develop as early as four years. A study by Leonard,
Wilcox, Fulmer and Davis (1978) showed that four-year-—
olds were able to respond appropriately to indirect
requests such as 'Can you answer the telephone 7'. That
is, they were able to realise the appropriate response
required was not a ‘'yes/no’' but a directive to answer the
telephone. Thus they were able accurately to detect the

inferred perlocutionary force.

2.4.2.b Summary

The studies ocutlined so far in this part of the chapter,
highlight the involvement of metacommunicative skills in
spontaneocusly recognising a speaker's intention. In

particular, the ability to:

(i) recognise that speakers can manipulate language, for

example, to deliberately flout the co-operative principle

(Grice, 1975>;
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(ii) recognise that there may be more than one referent

to an expression;

(iii)> determine how well one has understood a linguistic

input.

The first of these skills has particular relevance to the
interpretation of IME, where the speaker's manipulation
of the communication is deliberate to convey an intended

meaning.

The second skill has application to both IME and MMC
since in both forms of communication the listener selects
from two or more referents. In IME, one referent is
carried by the non verbal content, the other by the
verbal content. In MMC, both of the referents are
carried by the content of the verbal message; it is the
pragmatic analysis which enables the listener to select
the speaker's intended referent, given the context. The
third skill, the ability to determine how well one has
understood the communication, has relevance to both IME
and MMC, since, as was outlined earlier in the chapter,
without the ability of comprehension monitoring, an
individual would be unable to see the need to seek

alternative referents. This is of particular interest
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bearing in mind Cacciari and Levorato's (1989) findings
that children whose language is developing normally may
have knowledge of only one referent but, nevertheless,
can use metacommunicative skills, which presumably would
include comprehension monitoring and awareness of the use
of contextual information, to work out the implied

meaning.

The studies outlined thus far indicate that these kinds
of pragmatic skills begin to develop at around the age of
four to six years, when, for example, children begin to
blame the speaker for inadequate communication (Robinson
and Robinson 1978) and show some pragmatic awareness to
understand indirect requests in line with speaker
intention (Laurence et al, 1978). However, there is
evidence to show that in the early stages of development,
pragmatic skills required to detect ambiguity may be
present but are not used unless the need to do so is made
explicit by the speaker, (Robinson, 1992; Robinson and
Mitchell, 1990; Robinson and Whittaker 1985; Ackerman

1981; Bonitatibus, 1988).

Ackerman (1981), for exanmple, noted a developing

understanding of constraints on the intentional use of an

utterance at nine years, although Robinson and Robinson's
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(1978) findings indicate that family speaking practices,
in particular, the tendency to make reference to a
distinction between 'saying' and ’‘'meaning' may lower the

age at which this spontaneous understanding emerges.

There is much in this section to illustrate the
environmental influence on pragmatic meaning
conmprehension, in particular the tendency of others
interacting with the child to make the metacommunicative
function explicit. The example quoted by Robinson et

al (1983) on the influence of parental speaking practices
also illustrates how aspects of language, in this case,
the parents' use of vocabulary, can impinge upon the

development of metacommunication.

Meline and Bracken's (1987) emphasis on the cognitive
processes underlying metacommunicative skills was
outlined earlier in this chapter. The work of Piaget and
Inhelder (1968) has alspo demonstrated cognitive skills
required to comprehend communication where there is more
than one referent. However, it is worth noting that even
at twelve years, children can fail to detect
inconsistencies when the need to do so is not inferred by
the speaker, despite having the necessary cognitive and

linguistic skills to do so (Markman 1979). It may be
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that other factors, concerning, for example, the
expectations that children have regarding speaker

honesty, are also relevant.

2.4.3. Studies Relating to the Interpretation

of Inconsistent Messages of Emotion (IME).

2.4.3.A. Ability to Detect Incaonsistency in the Non—

A study by De Paulo, Rosenthal, Eisenstat, Rogers and
Finkelstein (1978) explored judgement of emotion in
communication, where inconsistency occurred between the
auditory modality (tone of voice) and the visual modality
(facial expression and body movement). Subjects within
the age range of twelve to twenty years were included in
the study. They found that whereas adults were more
influenced by visual than auditory inputs in their
judgements, more of the twelve-year-old subjects’
Judgements did not reflect 'video dominance', that is,
they were more influenced by auditory than visual inputs.
De Paulo et al suggest that ‘modality dominance may show
developmental trends, with children more attuned to audio

inputs than adults' (page 321).
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Volkmar, Hodder and Siegel (1980) replicated this finding
with younger subjects aged twelve to forty-two months.
They found that when discrepancies occurred between
auditory and visual channels (that is, an actor smiling
and beckoning children toc 'come here' using a ‘cold' tone
of voice) more children conformed to the auditory than

the visual channel.

Although the inconsistency in the IMEs included in the
present study is not within the non-verbal channel, but
between the non-verbal and verbal channel, the findings
of these studies on auditory/visual primacy are of
interest bearing in mind that visual inputs are not
always available. That is, there are times when
listeners do not make eye contact with speakers, for
example, if the listener is engaged in a simultaneocus
activity, such as loocking at a boock. In these contexts

the listener is totally reliant on the auditory signal.

The above findings on audioc/visual primacy would suggest
that non—-language—impaired children, who give greater
weight to the auditory signal, would not be influenced by
unavailability of visual informaticon. However, it has
been noted (Tallal, Stark, Kallman and Mellits, 1981;

Rinaldi, 1996) that the auditory input channel provides a
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less effective source of learning, than the visual input
channel, for students with specific developemntal
language disorder. It may be suggested that if a
listener is less influenced by auditory non-verbal cues
(tone of voice)> than visual non verbal cues, they may
give greater weight to the content carried by the words
than the auditory non-verbal signal (the tone of voice>
in interpreting the utterance. In order to explore this
suggestion the methodology of the present study will need
to include an experimental condition where visual input

is not available.

Studies ocutlined in the next section further suggest that
when the auditory information includes contradicting
verbal and non-verbal messages, it is the verbal
information which carries greater weight for non-

language~impaired children.

2.4.3.B. Ability to Detect Inconsistency between
the Verbal and Non-—verbal Channels

Studies by Bugental (1974) and Bugental Kaswan and Love
(1970) showed that compared to adult judgements,
children's judgements of meaning are more influenced by

the lexical content of communication, that is, the words
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in the utterance, and less influenced by extra—-lexical
content, such as tone of voice and by visual information,
such as facial expression. For example Bugental et al (op
cit) showed that primary-school-aged children interpreted
"Joking" messages (criticisms said with a smile) more

negatively than adults.

Rotenburg, Simourd and Moore (1989) investigated
children's awareness of the use of inconsistency between
the verbal and non verbal channel to imply lying. A
sanple of children aged five, seven and nine years,
watched an actor expressing a verbal message with either
positive valence ('l like that shirt') negative valence
(‘1 don't like that shirt) or neutral valence ('my house
is white'), which were contradicted by facial expression.
The children were required to match the actor's facial
expression to picture cards, repeat the verbal message
to show they had attended to both signals and were then
asked to judge whether the actor was telling the truth or
lying. A second experiment required the children to
judge from audiotapes what the facial expression might be

1f the actor was (i) teiling the truth or i) lying.

The findings yielded by both experiments indicated that

the use of verbal — non-verbal inconsistency to detect
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lying increased with age. The use of this principle was
shown in a very limited fashion by the five—-year—olds but
almost entirely by the nine-year—old children, not only
for the positive - negative combinations but also for the
neutral <(verbal) negative (non-verbal) combinations. A
smiling facial expression was generally associated with
truth by all subjects, but more strongly for the younger
age groups, even when the verbal message was negative. It
should be noted, however that in Rotenburg et al's study
intonation was deliberately minimised; the younger
subjects may have found it easier to detect inconsistency

had this been part of the non-verbal communication.

All age groups were able to associate emptions

appropriately with facial expression.

Capelli et al's (1990) exploration into how much children
are helped by a sarcastic, contradictory intonation in
detecting inconsistency in the verbal message was
outlined earlier in this chapter in examining the
possible processes involved in understanding inconsistent
nessages. Their study is included again here, to focus

more on the nature of the subject's responses.
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Capelli et al compared the responses of two groups of
children aged eight/nine years and eleven/twelve years
with a group of adults on reading passages where the
concluding statement contradicted the content of the
previous statements. Forvexample, 'Dick and Wendy were
playing catch with a football. Wendy threw a long pass
and Dick was running full speed for it when he slipped in
the mud. He landed flat on his bottom. The ball bounced

off his head and landed next to him in the mud. *(Oogh

F - o 1 ’

The children in both age groups were more able to detect
the inconsistency and correctly assess speaker intent
when sarcastic intonation was used, whereas adult
subjects were able to detect the inconsistency regardless '
of whether sarcastic intonation was used. There were
developmental trends in that eleven/twelve-year—olds made
more 'sarcastic interpretations' overall than the

eight/nine~year-olds.

The above studies show that older children and adults are
more influenced by information in the non—-verbal channel
in interpreting IME. Scolomon and Ali's 1972 study ,
however, revealed that even adult subjects can rely more

heavily on lexical content in some contexts. They
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examined seven to twenty-five-year-old subjects’
interpretation of the meaning of verbal reinforcers such
as ‘very good' 'I like that' spoken in three levels of

intonation (pleased, indifferent, displeased>.

In line with the findings of the studies outlined above,
they found that the relative importance of intonation to
perceptions of affective meaning (that is, response to
the question 'did the teacher like/dislike the child?'>
increased with age, being increasingly prominent for
students from eight/nine years to twenty-five years.
However, content was dominant at all ages in Jjudging what

the teacher actually meant.

Solomon and Ali (op cit) emphasise metacommunicative
knowiedge in explaining their findings of increased use
of intonation to interpret affective meaning. They
suggest this trend occured because of (i) increased
familiarity with language and (ii) our experience as
speakers and listeners which enable us to place the
statements we hear in different cognitive and social
contexts. Adults therefore have different expectations
regarding the number of meanings available to them and
the notion of hidden meaning. Solomon and Ali suggest

that these aspects may be learned relatively slowly
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because they are less clearly definable and more

idiosyncratic than information in the content channels.

It is of interest, however, that even adult subjects used
content to interpret the teacher's meaning, which was not
the teacher's intention. These findings imply that, at
least in the case of verbal reinforcers used in a teacher
context, even adults may make faulty interpretations on
the illocutionary force of the utterance. When the
question asked required a more explicit inference,
because it was not possible to ascertain from the content
of the message whether the teacher liked or disliked the
child, adults and older children from eight/nine years
upward were able to switch to using a different
communication channel, that is, intonation, in their
Judgement. Therefore, they made a more accurate
interpretation of the illocutionary force of the

utterance.

2.4.3.C. Summary and Conclusion to Developmental
Studies relating to IME.

The studies relating to IME indicate that there is a
shift, at around the ages of seven to nine years in using

non-verbal information to assess speaker intent
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(Rotenburg et al 1989, Capelli 1990, Solomon and Ali
1972). The studies by De Paulo et al (1978> and Volkmar
et al (1980) indicate that initially children are more
likely to rely on auditory non-verbal information, such
as tone of voice, than visual non-verbal information,
such as facial expression, even though they are able to

understand both kinds of information.

However, Solomon and Ali's study showed that in some
contexts, even adults may interpret ambiguous
communication in terms of lexical content of the verbal
message and therefore misinterpret speaker intent. It is
of interest that in the context misinterpreted by the
adult subjects in this study the speaker is a teacher and
the need for inference is not made explicit. This was
also true of Markman's (1979) study, where twelve-year-
olds failed to detect verbal inconsistency. This was an
unexpected finding in comparison to other studies
(Akerman, 1981; Robinson and Robinson 1978) and bearing
in mind that, according to Markman, the children had the
necessary cognitive and linguistic skills. It may be that
in the teacher context, listeners are particularly
vulnerable to making faulty assumptions about speaker
honesty, because of expectations built for example, by

social status of figures in authority.
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Dallagher (1987) points to the amount of information
contained in the message as being a factor influencing
detection of ambiguity. It may be that in the case of
Markman's study, subjects failed to detect the anomolies
in the written paragraphs because the amount of
information prevented adequate attention focus on the

anomalies.

The findings of Solomon and Ali (1972) do not concur with
Capelli's (1990) proposal that when the contextual
information is supplied by tone of voice, children (and
adults) only make a superficial analysis of the verbal
content of the message. If this were true, the subjects
in Solomon and Ali's study would have given more weight
to the teacher's non-verbal communication. It would
appear, rather, that both the non-verbal and the verbal
nessages are analysed, and the decision made on the
nmeaning of the utterance is dependent upon i)
metacommunicative knowledge, (ii) social/personal
factors, such as Judgements on the speakers's honesty and

(1ii) the explicitness of the need for inference.

Rotenburg et al's (1989) findings indicate a distinction
between pragmatic and non—pragmatic meaning in children's

development of language. Whereas five-year-old children
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were able to understand the meaning of facial expression
and tone of voice in a one—to-one correspondence between
signal and referent, they were not able to make use of
this knowledge in interpreting inconsistent messages of

emotion.

2.4.4. Studies Relating to the Interpretation of

Multiple Meanings in Context (MNMC)

2.4.4.A. Ipntroduction

Developmental studies on the interpretation of multiple
meanings provides a further dimension in exploring the
resolution of ambiguity, because a child may have
incomplete semantic knowlédge. It could be argued that 1if
only one representation is available in semantic
knowledge, there is no ambiguity for the child to resolve
and the utterance will be interpreted in line with the
single representation available. However, even if only
one semantic representation is available, it is possible
to envisage that the child may recognise the
implausibility of this interpretation and reject it in
favour of another unknown interpretation, through

pragmatic analysis. Such findings would suggest that
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pragmatic analysis is not dependent upon semantic

knowledge alone.

This dimension is explored by the studies of idiom

conprehension outlined below.

2.4.4.A. Comprehension of Idioms

Cacciari and Levorato (1989) emphasise metacommunicative
skills in comprehending idioms, in particular the need to
be aware that some utterances cannot be understood by
putting together the meanings of individual words. They
investigated the contribution of linguistic and non-
linguistic (tone of voice) context in understanding
idioms, which they propose contributes a more 'global'
meaning to contrast with the literal meaning of the idiom
and therefore encourages children to develop a figurative
strategy. That is, meaning conveyed by context enables
children to realise that there may be an alternative
meaning to the literal interpreation of the idiom.
Reference has already been made to the findings of this
study, which 1is described in more detail in the next

paragraphs.
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In this Italian study, Cacciari and Levorato examined the
responses 0f seven-year—-old, nine—-year—-old and adult
subjects to multiple choice questions about the meaning
0of a series of idioms. In one condition the idioms were
presented out of context; in another they were presented
at the end of a short story. For example, ‘4 Iittle baoy
named Paul moved house. It was winter so he had to go to
a new school. His mother suggested that he should try
and get to know his new schoolmates. Once at school he

lent them his box of crayons and so he hroke the Ice’.

The question asked about this idiom (in the out of
context and the story conditions)> was 'WVhat did Paul do
when he broke the ice ? Did he a) make friends with his
school mates, (idiomatic answer) b) break a piece of ice,
(literal answer) c) tell his mummy everything (plausible,

but not specified in the paragraph)?'.

Cacciari and Levorato's (op cit) findings that seven and
nine—year—-old children were able to choose more answers
reflecting idiom comprebhension to questions about
scenarios containing idioms than about idioms presented
out of context, supported their proposal that contextual
information encourages children to use a figurative

strategy in interpreting idioms.
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Their findings support the idea that children do not
nmisunderstand idioms simply because they do not know
them, since 1f ignorance explained lack of idiomatic
comprehension, the same number of idiomatic answers would
have been achieved regardless of contextual information.
Further, children in Cacciari and Levorato's (op cit)
study were able to assess answers reflecting a non-
literal interpretation as incorrect when they did not
know the idiomatic expression. Therefore Cacciari and
Levorato propose a step in the developmental process
where children are learning that 'normal words can be
part of configurations of meaning having a non—-literal
sense' (page 404> and show an awareness of such a
phenomenon without understénding the semantic

representation of the idiomatic expression.

Cacciari and Levorato's findings support an earlier
suggestion by Shatz (1987) that when learning language
children 'bootstrap’ thelr way to learning new forms and
meanings by using what they already know: that 1is, when
children hear a novel utterance they use the parts they

understand to work out the parts that they don't know.

The effect of context on idiom comprehension was also

examined by Nippold and Martin (1989), whose study
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included older students (14 to 17 years) than that of
Cacciari and Levorato. They also found effects of
context in that students could explain idioms more
accurately when they were presented in context than when

they were presented in isolation.

In a further study, Levorato and Cacciari (1992) showed
that familiarity to idiomatic expression plays only a
minor role in comprehension of idioms and only for
younger age groups of children (five-year—olds> who were
not able to use contextual information to understand
idioms. This implies that the semantic knowledge
relating to the learning of individual idioms is related
to familiarity, but when children develop the ability to
use a pragmatic strategy to understand idioms rather than
relying upon semantic knowledge to learn them 'item by

item', familiarity is no longer important.

In Part 2 of this chapter, two different views were
outlined on how adults use context to resolve ambiguous
communication and these have been applied to idiom
comprehension. Clark's (1979) view for example, which
reinforces that of Searle's (1975, 1979) is that a
literal interpretation of an idiom is interpreted

parallel with an idiomatic interpretation, with the
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contextual inappropriateness of the literal
interpretation acting as a cue that a non-literal

idiomatic interpretation is required.

Gibbs' (1980) alternative view is that meaning of idioms
are relatively fixed or 'frozen' and thay are interpreted
in the same way as meanings of literal uses of
utterances, that is, because 0f the frozenness, the
idiomatic meaning 0f a phrase has the same status of
lexical representation as the meaning of a literal use of
a phrase. This view therefore proposes that idiomatic

interpretation requires less contextual support.

Ackerman's 1982 study investigated the application of
these two views to children's comprehension of idioms, in
particular, looking at their reliance on context to
resolve the ambiguity. The question posed was whether
children learned to interpret idioms in a set manner, as
they would the literal meanings, or whether, because they
have less knowledge of conventional interpretations of
idioms than adults, their interpretations are less fixed

and rely more on context of use.

Ackerman (0p cit) compared children aged six, eight and

ten years with adults in their interpretation of short
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stories providing contextual information to a terminal
sentence containing an idiomatic phrase. Questions were
used to assess children's recognition that a literal
interpretation of the sentence was inappropriate. The
contextual information was biased towards an idiomatic,
literal or neutral interpretation of the terminal
sentence, with the idea that if idiom interpretation
required minimal contextual support, the interpretation

should be the same in the idiom and neutral contexts.

Ackerman (op cit)> found that the six and eight-year-old
children were influenced by the idiomatic biased context
whereas the ten—year—-olds and the adults were not. The
ten—-year—-olds and adults understood idioms equally well
independent of context, but the six and eight-year-olds
who were developing idiom comprehension did better in the

idiomatic context than the neutral context.

This evidence suggests, 1in support of Gibbs' view, that,
for older children and adults, idiom interpretation is
relatively fixed and not strongly dependent on contextual
support. However, children in the process of developing
idiom comprehension are influenced by context. It was
also noted earlier in part one of this chapter that

adults' ability to use a more automatic processing of
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idioms, based on metacommunicative knowledge, is
dependent upon the amount of context included (Ortony et

al, 1978>.

Ackerman proposes a developmental model for the
interpretation of idioms in which children first learm to
recognize that contextually incongruent literal
interpretations of utterances are inappropriate. Once it
is seen that a non-literal interpretation is required, a
fixed formulaic meaning for an idiom may be applied, 1if
it is known. If it is not known, young children may fall
back on a literal interpretation, whereas older children
may construct appropriate interpretations of unfamiliar
idiomatic phrases from contextual information. For
example, Ackerman found that some of the eight-year-olds

in his study were able to do so.

This latter process outlined by Ackerman, which supports
the developmental process suggested by Cacciari and
Levorato (1989>, 1is clearly dependent on pragmatic

knowledge.

Gibbs (1987) points to a further possible developnental

aspect, dependent upon the form of the idiomatic
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expression and the semantic relation to its literal
interpretation. He argued that children have a better
understanding of idioms whose figurative interpretation
is related in a more obvious, °‘transparent' way to the
literal constituents of the idiom. e.g. ‘skating on thin
ice' (being caretful). Nippold and Rudzinski (1993> also
found that eleven, fourteen and seventeen—year—old
students found it easier to give written explanations of
transparent idioms. It should be noted that Nippold and
Rudzinski further found effects of familiarity in the
students' ability to explain idioms, which have not been
found in other research on idiom comprehension in
adolescence. However, Nippold and Rudzinski (op cit)
were not looking at comprehension per se, but the

students ability to express their comprehension.

Abkarian, Jones and West (1992) showed that neither
transparency nor context were important in three to six-
year—old children's comprehension of idioms. In their
study of twenty—two children, the number of non—-literal
responses did not increase when idioms were placed in a

story context.

This provides further evidence that very young children

learn idioms as individual items and are unable to use a
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pragmatic, contextual strategy to work out the meaning of
unfamiliar idioms. Abkarian et al (ap cit) claim, based
on their findings that ‘'idiom learning is not a straight
line function towards greater and greater non-literal
interpretation’ (page 585). This conclusion appears
rather misleading since non-literal idiom interpretation
was generally low in all age groups and there was a
definite trend towards increased non-literal
interpretation with age. The explanation for three-year-—
olds making less literal interpretations appears bound,
not with more non-literal interpretations but with their
levels of literal language comprehension, since at this
age there were a large number of errors concerning verb
and object literal meanings. Therefore, at the age of
three, children have insufficient language knowledge to
be able to comprehend even the literal interpretation of

idions.

It appears that around the ages of six to eight years,
the understanding of idioms is in a process of
development and at this time, is dependent upon a number
of factors including the context in which the idiom is
spoken and the semantic relation between the literal and
non-literal meaning (that is, the degree of

‘*transparency'’). Prior to this age, it appears that
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idioms are learned on an ‘item by item' basis and
familiarity with particular examples is therefore more

important.

It is suggested that this kind of learning enables
children as young as five years to understand certain
intems, for example, ‘he got ripped off' (Strand and

Fraser, 1979).

2.4.4.C. Homonym Comprehension

Study on homonym comprehension, compared to idiom
comprehension, appears relatively limited. A recent
study by Backsheider and Gelman (1995), however,
indicates that children as young as three years have
sufficient metalinguistic skills to realise that a single
form can have more than one meaning. In this experiment,
children were asked whether picture pairs (some homonyms;
some non-homonyms) had *‘the same name' and were 'the same
kind of thing'. (Their understanding of these phrases
was checked prior to the experiment.) In additiomn to
recognising that the homonym pairs shared the same name
but did not mean the same kind of thing, some children's
comments as they completed the tasks also showed that

their understanding extended to items not included in the
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experiment, for example, 'night and knight have the same

name too'.

It should be noted that this study explored an area of
semantic as opposed to pragmatic comprehension because
children were asked to reflect only upon the semantic
properties of homonym and non-homonym forms rather than
upon the use of the different forms in particular
contexts. However, the metalinguistic knowledge required
for this task would appear a pre-requisite for
comprehending multiple meanings in context: that is, it
would appear reasonable to assume that an individual
would need to be aware of the possibility of multiple
reference to be able to choose between the different

meanings of a form, given the context.

2.4.4.D. Comprehension of Verbal Jokeg

Studies into the comprehension of verbal jokes give
insight into the comprehension of multiple meanings
since, as a study by Shultz and Horribes (1974),

illustrates, the resolution of verbal jokes is frequently
dependent upon the interpretation of a multiple meaning

word.
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In Shultz and Horibes' (op cit) study, six, eight, ten
and twelve-year—old children were presented with a series
of jokes containing a lexical ambiguity, for example,
*Order in court!‘’ - 'Ham sandwich please, your Honour'.
The resolution of the jokes was thus dependent upon
understanding the multiple meaning, in this example, of
the word ‘order' (request for food/request for quiet).
The original jokes were altered in one of two ways: (i)

by removing an aspect of the joke which prevented its

resolution, that is, 'Silence in court' - 'Ham sandwich
please your honour', or (ii) by removing the incongruity,
that is, 'Order in court' - 'I only want the truth to be

told, your honour'.

The six-year—-olds' ratings of these samples for
'funniness' showed an appreciation of pure incongruity in
the 'resolution removed' samples ('Silence in court' -
Ham sandwich please you honour), presumably because of
the unlikelinees of anyone saying such an utterance in
this context. However, the six—year—-olds did not
appreciate the resolvable incongruity evidenced by the
lexical ambiguity, whereas the older children did.

Shultz and Horribes point to 'the systematic organisation
of cognitive schemes charateristic of concrete

operations' (Piaget, 1970) as serving a necessary
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background for the need to resolve incongruities in order

to enjoy them.

2.4.4.E. Summary and Copclucsion t0 the Developmental
Study of MMC Comprehension

The developmental studies reviewed in this section show
that children begin to understand the use of idioms in
context at around the age of seven to nine years, even if
they do not have the entire set of semantic
representations available and may be more reliant on
context than older children and adults. Younger children
are not assisted by contextual information and are more
influenced by familiarity of particular items <(Levorato
and Cacciari, 1992; Srand and Fraser, 1979). The
indication is, however, that children are able to
understand homonyms from a much earlier age and are aware
that words with the same name can have different
nmeanings. The development of metacommunicative skills to
understand, for example, how speakers may use inadequate
or ambiguous utterances to achieve a communicative
purpose, appear to develop later, between the ages of 7
to 9 years. This fiﬁding supports those of the studies

on the interpretation of IME.
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Although such metacommunicative skills are assisted by
linguistic knowledge and family speaking practices
(Robinson et al, 1983; Peterson et al 1972), the studies
by Cacciari and Levorato (1989) and Ackerman (1982) on
idion comprehension show that such a skill can develop
even when linguistic knowledge (in this instance,
semantic knowledge) is incomplete. The children in these
studies wefe able to use contextual information to
determine the meaning of unknown idioms or at least to
reject the literal interpretation as incorrect. It has
been argued that in order to do this, children need to
have the necessary metacommunicative skills to detect
niscomprehension and the necessary metalinguistic skills
to be aware of multiple reference. The study by
Backsheider and Gelman (1995) suggests that this latter
awareness 1s already developed at three years.
Comprehension monitoring, however, develops at a later
stage (Bonitatibus et al, 1988), at around the age of

seven or eight years.

Shultz and Horribes (1974) highlight the relationship

between the development of cognitive skills at the level
of concrete and formal operational thought (seven years
plus; Piaget 1970) and the ability to resolve ambiguity.

This relation was acknowledged earlier in this chapter in
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identifiying the child's ability to ‘decentre attention
away from a salient attribute' as a possible explanation
for why young children do not search for an ‘'array' of

referents in interpreting multiple meanings.

Difficulties in this area may also explain errors in the
interpretation of IME, if, for example, children find the
verbal content of the communication more salient. The
studies of Markman (1979), and Solomon and Ali (1972),
however, imply that even when these skills are developed,
children and adults may still fail to interpret
ambiguity, because, for some reason, they do not
spontaneously make use of the knowledge they have. It
may be that in the teacher context explored by these
studies, listeners are particularly vulnerable to making
faulty assumptions about speaker honesty, because of

expectations of the teacher role.

Looking more specifically at the processes involved in
MMC interpretation, the transitional stage in the
development of idiom comprehension indicated by Caccilari
and Levorato's (1989) study and by Ackerman's (1982)
study supports Searle's (1975, 1979) proposal that there
is a need to analyse the literal meaning of the utterance

and to make a comparison with contextual information
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before interpreting the utterance. The children's
responses showed that they had analysed the literal
meaning and used the contextual information to judge this
as an incorrect interpretation, even though they did not

know the implied meaning of the utterances.

Ackerman's (1982) study indicated that this level of
processing is only required in the early stages of idiom
comprehension. In later childhood and adulthood, in
support of Gibbs' (1984) view, there may be more emphasis
placed on the illocutionary force of the utterance from
the beginning of sentence processing. However, the
findings of Ortony et al (1978) indicate that the level
of processing required to interpret idioms is dependent

upon the amount of context included.

2.4.5. Summary and conclusion to section 2.4

The interpretation of MMC and IME are dependent upon
metacommunicative, pragmatic skills which require
cognitive, linguistic and social knowledge. It should be
noted however, that although the development of pragmatic
skills is assisted by linguistic, semantic knowledge
(Robinson and Robinson, 1978; Peterson 1972), it is not

dependent upon it, as demonstrated by the findings of
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Cacciari and Levorato (1989). These findings provide
evidence for a distinction between the semantic and

pragmatic areas of language.

Further, the finding that twelve-—-year—-old subjects failled
to detect verbal inconsistencies, even though they had
sufficient cognitive and linguisitic skills to be able to
do so (Markman 1979) implies that cognitive and
linguistic development alone cannot account for the

development of pragmatic skills.

Other aspects, such as the social/personality aspects of
the speaker - listener interaction, for example
concerning the listener's belief regarding the
trustworthiness of the speaker, may also need to be

considered.

Difficulties with the comprehension of pragmatic meaning
therefore need to be examined in terms of possible
dysfunction in the areas of language, cognition and
social knowledge. 'Person’ factors, such as the
willingness to challenge the speaker, may also need to be
consldered. In part 4 of this chapter, a possible
relation between neurological dysfunction and pragmatic

meaning comprehension will also be outlined.
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The development of pragmatic skills sufficient to allow
spontaneous comprehension of speaker intention in
ambiguous statements appears to occur at around the age
of seven to nine years and this is reflected in the
emergence at this time of the ability to interpret IME
and MMC in line with speaker intention. The limited study
on homonym conprehension (Backsheider and Gelman, 1995)>
suggests that this form of multiple meaning may be
understood at an earlier stage, although this study did
not examine children's ability to determine which meaning
was appropriate given the context; it only examined
whether children were aware that a single form may have
different representations. Therefore, this study
examined the children's metalinguistic skills rather than

their metacommunicative knowledge.

Looking more specifically at the processes involved in
IME and MMC interpretation, there appears to be a need
for children in the process of developing an
understanding of IME and MMC to analyse these
communications in terms of literal and non-literal
representations of meaning and to make a comparison
between them (Ackerman, 1982; Searle, 1975, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>