Deaf and hearing children’s spoken language development over the primary years
I would like to explore three inter-related areas of language development: syntax (grammar), semantics (vocabulary) and pragmatics (language in use). We will not focus much on phonology (or the sounds of the language). I am considering here the speaking and listening skills of both hearing and deaf children. Some of these children may also use British Sign Language or Sign Supported English, but in this paper I focus only on their use of speaking and listening, and only on spoken English.
There has been surprisingly little written about the development of spoken language over the school years. One useful source, sadly out of print, is Katharine Perera’s book ‘Children’s writing and reading’ published in 1984 by Blackwell. It’s worth looking out for a copy on Amazon second hand.  Some other sources are in the reference list at the end (e.g. the I CAN poster, a free resource).
1.
Overview of syntax developments over primary years

In the Noun Phrase there is more pre and post- modification throughout childhood.  Here is an example of pre-modification:

my little sister

where sister is the head noun

Here is an example of post-modification of a Noun Phrase:

the car with the big aerial
where car is the head noun in the Noun Phrase
Noun Phrases appear more often in the Subject slot in a clause.  For example:

The big fat teddy with hat on / sat down / on the grass.

       Subject



Verb
Adverbial

Over the primary years there is gradually better use of the articles (a and the) for reference. The rules about a and the are very complex and children don’t acquire them by learning rules. People learning English as a second language often try to use a rule-based method to learn about article (a / the) usage, but this approach is slow and demanding. Children gradually work out the rules by lots of exposure to spoken English in engaging contexts.  For example if someone talks about a dolly or Dolly young children understand that one is any doll and that when there is no article it is used as a proper name of a particular doll. They can tell the difference though of course they are unaware of the process.
During this period children also learn to use the pronoun system better. They learn to take into account the audience’s knowledge compared to their own. For example if a child is describing a TV programme with several female characters, she may not distinguish the characters often enough in her talk and use she for all references. This makes it very difficult for the audience to follow what happened.
In the Verb Phrase during these years children make fewer errors with modal verbs such as could, might, should, ought etc.  These verbs have many functions: to express attitudes to something, or how likely something is to happen. If children are not regularly involved in discussing  their views or hypothetical situations, their use of modal verbs may not develop as expected. 
Children start to be able to handle a sequence of verbs, and match their tense and aspect. For example:
He was scooting along the pavement when suddenly he hit a stone.

(past continuous establishing background action, past tense for event i.e. different forms of the past tense).

Another construction which involves complex series of tense decisions is the conditional, if. 
If I ’d got the letter I would have given it to my mum.
Past perfect

modal plus present perfect
This example involves two constructions where the auxiliary verb HAVE is used with what looks like a past tense main verb but is actually the –en form. If you understand this sentence you know that the speaker didn’t ever get the letter.  It is very difficult for children to control the sequence of these verb phrases and to match them appropriately to the situation.  They get better at it by talking about hypothetical situations a lot. It’s complex at a syntactic and a semantic level.
Children gain more control over negative constructions during this time. A sentence like:
I haven’t got some windows.

is less likely as time goes on. Though, of course, there is considerable dialectical variation in wider society about negative constructions. In some home dialects sentences such as this are correct:

I haven’t got no windows. 

It’s important that children are not reprimanded for speaking in their local dialect but also that they learn to recognise that there is a Standard English form (any windows) which they will see more often in writing and probably hear more often in school. They need to be able to switch between the two dialects depending on who they are speaking to.
During the primary years the understanding and use of the question words how improves. It is the last of the question words to emerge. Its use can be encouraged by discussing processes, a major topic in primary science, for example.
Tag questions are questions asking for agreement with the listener often placed at the end of a statement. They are made with auxiliary verbs such as can, should, and will. Increasingly over the primary years period children learn to control the auxiliary or modal to match the main sentence.

it could be a bungalow, couldn’t he?
This child hasn’t yet got the pronoun matching but has successfully made the modal verb negative.

Passives develop in children’s speech from about the age of 3 but continue to develop throughout the primary years. The earliest passives often have an animate subject and the person  / people doing the action is included in a by phrase at the end. For example,

the dogs were hit by the boys
Later passives to emerge are those with inanimate subjects:

the vase was broken by the girl

Children who can’t yet understand passives often try a simple rule to interpret them: they assume that the first noun phrase is the subject who did the action. This is incorrect, so they don’t understand what happened. These children need a lot of exposure to passives in real contexts in order to find other ways to interpret them. For example a trip to a Post Office sorting office would allow lots of passives to occur naturally as the postmen or teacher explained how the letters are sorted, stamped, packed etc. There are many trips, visits or videos on the internet which will provide similar contexts for using passives.
2.
Clause patterns used by five and after five
These four clause patterns form 80 – 90% of the clause patterns used by children by the age of five:

	Clause pattern
	Example

	SVO
	she / is eating / it

	SVOA
	we / put / the water / in the fridge

	SVA
	my dad / is coming  / after school

	SVC
	it /’s / all lumpy


Whereas these clause patterns are rarer in the speech of five year olds, but present:

	Clause pattern
	Example

	SVOC
	ice cream / makes / him / sick

	SVCA
	there / was / a bird / in the tree

	SVAA
	Dolly / go  / to bed /now

	SVOd to Oi
	Mum / threw / the ball / to me

	SVOiOd
	Mum / threw / me / the ball


(This is from Perera, page 96 reporting on earlier studies by Strickland and O’Donnell)
However, the distribution of these clause patterns doesn’t change very much through the primary years. One feature which is noticeable is the addition of extra Adverbial clause elements, and these may be in varying positions to add emphasis:
we / went / to Spain / this year / on holiday / in a plane

SVAAAA

slowly / the sun / came up / over the horizon 


ASVA

3.
Phrase development

Pre-modification in the Noun Phrase (NP)

By the age of five, hearing children often use adjectives to pre-modify nouns:
I  see  a wooden horse


(5;11, Perera, 1984, p. 99)
               Adj           N
Post-modification of a head noun is much rarer. The head noun is underlined.
the front of  the bus



(age 6, Perera 1984, p 99)
the ghosts with the hoods over
Of and with are common prepositions used in post-modification.
Phrases filling out clause elements
It is a good sign when the child can expand one or more clause elements to make a phrase, or even a subordinate clause:
That / Kimmy ball

(2;0, Perera,1984, p. 100)
   S                       O
I / see / three houses
(aged 6, p. 99)
S       V                        O
Both David Crystal in his LARSP procedure (1979) and the South Tyneside Assessment of Syntactic Structures (STASS) based closely on his work, note these expansion of clause elements to phrases carefully as a good sign of progress.  
Clauses filling clause elements

Even more impressive is when a child can use a subordinate clause as an element of a clause.

Clause in object position
I / can’t remember / what was it about           (age 6, Perera, 1984, p 135)
S     V                                   O
Clause in adverbial position

the man /’s going / up and up / to mend the aerial     (age 6, p 139)
S                  V                 A                      A
Postmodifying or relative clauses
It / like the goose that eat it in my book     

(Finn, 2;10 )
 S                            C                                                                
                                    S       V   O         A
We can tell that these underlined clause elements are actually clauses themselves because they contain a verb: was, mend, eat.
4.
Growth in understanding of particular verbs and associated syntax
Nativist researchers into child language acquisition focused mainly on the period 0 – 3 because they believe that babies are born with a Language Acquisition Device. Carol Chomsky is a nativist like her husband, but she studied syntactic developments in children in the primary years, focusing particularly on ask, tell and promise. These verbs are used in reporting speech and involve complex syntactic forms, e.g.

She / told / me / to go to her house tomorrow
S         V        Oi           Od

(McLaughlin, 1984, p. 40)
In this example the direct object is also a clause, which is very common in reported speech structures.
Chomsky found that ask sentences were often misunderstood by 5-year old children. 

Adult:  Ask Joanne what to feed the dog.
Child:  The hot dog


(McLaughlin, 1984, p. 40)
Gleitman & Gillette (1995) argue that the semantic and syntactic environment of a verb are both crucial to learning its meaning. E.g. if we say ‘John gorps’ then we know it isn’t a meaning like hit because no object. It’s more likely to be something like grow or smile.  So if we are encouraging a wider range of verbs we need to embed them in talk, not present them in isolation. 
5.
Semantic development

Research by Fletcher-Campbell et al (2009) showed that a smaller vocabulary at the age of 3 predicted reading difficulties at the age of 7 and beyond. Many deaf children show fluency and confidence in speaking and listening yet have a much reduced vocabulary which is not immediately obvious to listeners such as parents or class teachers. This is why the ACE assessment is very useful – it looks at both semantic and syntactic features for both speaking and comprehension skills.
With early implantation we are seeing many children from the profoundly deaf group who now operate much more like moderately deaf children, i.e. often preferring speech as their main modality but experiencing significant semantic gaps.

During the school years children elaborate the semantic domains they already have (Clark, 1995). They fill in gaps, work out more synonyms and antonyms. They learn more about the words they know too (Nation, 2001), e.g. they learn how the word is used in various contexts.  There is a strong interaction between knowledge of the world and knowledge of the word: children with impoverished experience (often linked to low socio-economic status) have less background knowledge to link new words to as they come across them.
Children acquire new words over the primary years in a number of different ways. They attend to the sounds of the words and so their phonological short term memory is important in remembering sequences of sounds. They attend to the frequency of words in the input they experience, i.e. which words commonly go together. More frequent words are more likely to be used by a child, because they have heard them many times in meaningful contexts.

We know that children attend to collocation because of phrases they say which show the wrong word has been attached. For example the postman was referred to like this:
The post box coming!  (Finn
2;6)

New words are fitted into existing systems, that is children establish when a word is a superordinate (a general term) or a hyponym (a more specific one).
 It’s a type of woodwind instrument 

(Crystal, 2006, p. 200)
Here the superordinate instrument is likely to emerge after several other words in the category are already in use e.g. flute, recorder, oboe.

Children are supported to acquire new words by their caregivers, staff at their school, and their peers.  One helpful way is by the use of real objects or visual images. Prior knowledge helps vocabulary growth, including talk around books and shared experiences.  Children acquire new words from their social context, for example making inferences from overhearing conversations between adults. They learn to understand roles and others’ viewpoints , that is they gain a theory of mind (Morgan, 2012). Through games and creative play they experiment with role, possibility and likely responses of peers, trying out new words in play contexts (Morelock, Brown & Morrissey, 2003).  Children start to learn informal and idiomatic expression from their peers over the primary years. For example, I remember my best friend asking me ‘Have you heard the latest?’ at break time when I was 6 years old and I didn’t understand her.

Finally the people children interact with often offer direct support in the form of definitions and explanations. The child can also take the lead and use questions to establish new word meaning (Biemiller & Boote, 2006).
Deaf children experience significant differences in their language learning environment and skills. Their phonological memory is often weaker than for hearing children.  They may receive much less language input, especially if they don’t read very much. Morgan’s research (2012) has shown that in deaf / hearing twins the deaf twin is talked to less, in an attempt by the mother to match their lower language level. 
When the deaf child tries to fit a new word into a system of superordinates and hyponyms she may know far fewer terms in the system and be unclear about which terms are the general ones and which specific. It is likely that images and the physical context will be used to introduce new words, but this restricts deaf children’s inputs to the here and now rather than the hypothetical and terms concerning thought and understanding. Deaf children often have less background knowledge to draw on so it is harder to fit new words or concepts into existing networks of meaning. Invisible systems (such as banking, tax, recycling, evolution) are particularly difficult for deaf children unless they are focused on specifically by caregivers and teachers. Deaf children often receive less input because they miss out on overheard conversations and chatting with a hearing peer group. This particularly affects the acquisition of mental state vocabulary (Huttunen & Ryder, 2012), phrasal verbs and idiomatic language. Finally, definitions offered by speech or reading may be too difficult to understand if child already has a limited vocabulary
Reading is one way in which the deaf child should be able to acquire new vocabulary. Research by Nation (2001) has shown that if 95% of the words in a text are already known then the other 5% can be inferred from context. But deaf children would need to be reading a great deal at the right level in order to be able to use this bootstrapping effect. In fact deaf children often over-estimate their reading skills as they are used not to understanding many words on a page. They don’t realize that hearing children have this difficulty much less often. So part of the skill of teachers and parents is suggesting books and other texts which are very carefully graded to the deaf child’s current level. Deaf children need to read a lot at just this 95% level. This poses difficulties too because there are not very many suitably motivating texts available. The most suitable may be reading materials for people learning English as a Foreign Language, because they are very carefully graded. However, they are not necessarily motivating for deaf children in the UK and often have a focus on abridged classic literature which may not appeal to your pupils.
6.  Pragmatic developments
Over the primary years children learn how to understand the exchanges they hear around them, and work out the implications, and make inferences.  For example, when a parent says ‘It’s really messy in here’ it is understood as an instruction to tidy up, not a description. The extent to which deaf children understand inferences is related to how far caregivers make real-world connections in their child-directed conversation. Later reading can provide useful support too.

Dealing with communication breakdown is obviously an important pragmatic area for deaf children to build strategies to help, but Jeanes et al (2000) found that deaf children were much less successful than hearing children at working out exactly what they needed to ask about; their requests were often general, especially at primary age.  Exposing deaf children to various repair strategies following communication breakdown is suggested by Most el al (2010).
Introducing a new topic, starting a conversation and turn taking are difficult pragmatic features for all children during the primary years.  Deaf children have particular difficulty with contingency, that is following a turn by another speaker by adding something relevant to the conversation:
A: It’s cold outside today.

B: Yes, I’m glad I have my coat here.


(Most et al, 2010, p. 431)
Children over the primary years start to organize longer stretches of speech using features of narrative and instruction for example (Ely, 2005).  The new curriculum in Scotland gives us plenty of opportunity to build speaking and listening skills at primary level. 
Ellipsis is an advanced pragmatic skill: this occurs when the conversational partner leaves out words which don’t need to be repeated. This child has not yet learnt to do it:
Q. What was it about?
A.  I can’t remember what was it about (aged 6, Perera, 1984, p.154)
Deaf children, like hearing children, need to work at taking the listener’s needs into account. So for example they can improve their pronoun reference when they are talking about more than one person of the same gender to make a story easier to follow, or guess what the conversational partner may not know to provide extra detail. A focus on the pragmatic aspects of language should be very important for teachers of deaf children. However, IEPs don’t often suggest language targets in this area.

7.
Conclusion
This survey of hearing and deaf children’s language development over the primary years is provided to inform and remind us as teachers of deaf children that we need to be able to analyse the stage the child is at in terms of syntax, semantics and pragmatics. This is why the ACE assessment is useful because it provides us with a diagnostic picture of the whole child, in both comprehension and productive skills.
With this background understanding of expected language developments in hearing children, we can set better targets and write better IEPs for deaf pupils. Pupils and parents are expected to understand IEPs so there is no need to include unusual linguistic terms, but as professionals we must be able to do the analysis, jointly agree the target with the pupil and then devise creative language contexts for achieving the target. In my experience IEPs are often weak. They are sometimes wholly related to what all the children in the class are doing, i.e. the linguistic delay often experienced by deaf pupils is not focused on. The targets are often so general that they may take years to achieve (for example write grammatically correct sentences). Or they may have such small steps that the targets can be achieved in a week or so. 
IEP targets in should flow from diagnostic assessment, not just from formal assessments but from speaking and listening to the deaf child, in the case of children who use speech. The analytic framework provided here I hope will be some help in providing a way of analyzing their strengths and areas for development. 
I have argued in this paper that in deaf education we have focused too much on syntactic development at the expense of semantic and pragmatic.  For children who are profoundly deaf and use cochlear implants, many will now have much less difficulty with issues such as word order in spoken English than profoundly deaf children had in the past. How much support, though, do we offer moderately deaf children in semantic and pragmatic development?  This group currently gets very little of our time, yet their educational outcomes are poor.
I hope you are now more aware of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic developments over the primary years and that this will allow you to devise creative and communicative activities which can be enjoyed with deaf and hearing children to support and develop spoken English. 
Rachel O’Neill

Paper given at Aberdeen School for the Deaf 13.2.13 as part of the SSC course about the ACE language assessment
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