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OBTAINING LANGUAGE
SAMPLES

The first step in analyzing language
production transcripts is to obtain samples of
the child'as productive language. When collected
appropriately, the language sample may be the
best picture of the child's production abilities. In
fact, Gallagher (1983) contends that “sponta-
neous language sampling is the centerpiece of
child language assessment” (p. 2). However, the
sommunicative intaraction aften i eontrived to
such an extent that the resulting sample 1s
fgierhmh but representative of the child’s usual
productive language.
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The term represestative has been used in
various ways in the literature. Miller (1981)
supports the notion thal a representative
sample 12 one that is reliable and valid. McLean
and Snvder-McLean (1978 suggest that a
representative sample reflects the child's
optimal performance. And Gallagher ( 1983)
raparta that thraughoot the vesrs a sample has
been considered to be representative if it portrays
the child's usual performance. In Guide, the
term representative has been used to describe a
child's usual productive language abihities.
including performance that may be somewhat
below or somewhiat above usual abilities.

Nature of the Interaction

Miller (1981} contends that a number of
aspects of the ecommunication interaction affect
romple ropresentativencos, and Lhat sach
aspect can be controlled to ensure representa-
tiveness. The frst variable, nature ol Lthe
interaction, refers to with whom the child iz
interacting and to whether the other parucipant
asks questions or engages in conversation during
interactive play, Miller supports the notion of
obtaining a number of language samples with
the child interacting with a variety of people,
including the speech-language clinician, a parent,
and a sibling or peer. While the general
asaumptinon haw been thot a ehild will pradoes
language that is most representative when
interacting with his mother, studies companng
mother-child and clinician-child interaction
have been inconclusive. Olswang and Carpenter
(1878) found that the only variable of 21 lexieal.
grammatical, and semantic measures that was
significantly different in the two interactions
wasg the total number of utterances. Children
produced significantly more utterances when
interacting with their mothers than they did
with familiar clinicians. but other length and
complexity measures were not significantly
different. Other studies comparing mother-child
interactions obtained at home and chinician-
child interactions obtained in the clinic have
found that some children produce longer utter-
anves wilth the clinieian, other children produce
longer utterances with the mother, and still
other children produce utterances of equal
length with each conversational co-participant
(Seott and Taylor, 1978; Kramer, James, and
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Saxman, 19791, Gallagher (1983) suggeats that
the numerous research design differences
between these studies may have contributed o
the differences in resulls,

Studies comparing fathers to mothers as
interactive partners also are fraught with incon-
sistencies in conclusions. Gallagher's 11983
campling of relovant etudies found some that
indicnted ne significant differences between Lhe
internctive style of mothers and fathers (Smith
and Daglish, 1977; Golinkoff' and Ames, 1979;
Wilkingon, Hiebert, and Rembold, 1981},
Gallagher also found studies supporting the
contention that fathers’ language to children
was different from the language mothers used
with children. She supports the contention that
the “most facilitating communication partner”
may be one or the other of the parents, or neither.
Nana ol the gtudioe eitod by Callaghor sompared
fathers interacting with children to clinicians
interacling with the same children.

Peer and/ar sibling interaction may result
in some language differences; however, the
exact differences are not easy to predict. For
example, some studies document length and
complexity adjustments when children are
interacting with a younger child (Shatz and
Gelmuan, 1973 Sachs and Devin, 1976). Other
studies emphasize differences in conversational

arta II'II“IIII'IiI'IH mnre TEINATI A i ﬂﬂllllﬂ'
guestions (Martlew, Connolly, and McCleod,
1978) and more repetitions, attention holders,
and directives with peers than with adults
(Wilkinson, Hiebert, and Rembold, 1981)

Gallagher 1 1983) has concluded that “child-child
communieative behavior® has not been
described sufficiently with regard Lo a single
variable to predict the effects on communicatlive
interaction (p. 9,

Overall, results of various studies

comparing children interacting with various
conversational partners reveal a variety of
differences. Although it may be possible to
predict that a range of poasible differences will
occur, apparently it is not possible to predict
which differences will oecur with a particular
child and a parvicular conversational vo-
participant. Therefore, instead of pairing the
child with only one conversational co-participant
to obtain a language sample, it 15 prudent to
obtain samples with the child interacting with



various partners, Differences in samples add to
the picture of the child's overall communication
abllitles,

Miller (1981) includes conversational act
variables, such as questioning and responding,
as aspects of the nature of the interaction. He
suggests that in attemptling to obtain a repre-
sentative sample, clinicians should keep question
asking to a minimum, The assumption is that
children will produce larger and more complex
utterances when spontaneously conversing
than when responding to questions. However, in
a study in which children were asked to retell a
story ac they acted it out with toye, to tell what
they were doing while playing with toys, and to
respond to questions about toys as they played
with them, Stalnaker and Craighead (1982)
found inconclusive results. General group
trends followed the order mentioned above for
language complexity, bul Lthese authors concluded
that none of the methods of language sampling
was superior to the others,

Chverall, it is apparent that a conversation
in which one partner only asks guestions and
the other responds 18 not a natural interaction.
As conversational partners, clinicians should
make efforts to reduce the number of questions
asked and to permit the child to take the lead
in the interaction. However, complete absence
of questions on the part of the clinician would
be impossible o auwnin and may not resulc
in a representative sampling of the child’s
productive abilities.

Setting

The second variable that Miller (1981
indicates may affect sample representativeness
is setting. Miller specifies a number of possible
nlternatives to the therapy room and asserts
that using more than one setting is optimal. He
suggrsts that samples could bhe ahtained in a
variety of locations at home, at school, in a
residential facility, or at a clinic; and although
he contends that “representative samples can be
collected almost anywhere,” differences may
arise in the language of the child because of the
sewting (p. 11). Fur example, the differences
found in the mother-child versus clinician-child
studies previously mentioned (Scott and Taylor,
1978; Kramer, James, and Saxman, 1979 may
have been due primarily to the differences in
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setting. The mother-child samples were
obtained in the home and the elinician-child
samples wers oblained in Che clinje, Lo Lwu
ather studies, the effects of two settings on the
language use of 3- to 4-year-old children were
compared (Dore, 1978; Hall and Cole, 1978).
Results indicated that a supermarket setting
did not elicit more complex language than the
classroom and that differences, again, were
related more to the interactive style of
participants than the setting | Dore, 1978},

While it may not be possible to predict
which setting will result in more complex lan-
gaago for o pnrti.culnr ekl nhl.r-lll'lll‘l_g -t.l'll'l'!!‘lhl-i
in more than one setting i3 optimal. The resulting
differences, if any, add te the description of the
child's communication abilities.

Materials

The third variable that Miller (1981
suggests may affect sample representativeness
15 the materials that are present, He reports
that children with language disorders talk more
about new and unigue toys, but Nisswandt
(1983) reports the opposite for language-normal
children. Various other authors have found that
different types of materials result in different
language behaviors. Longhurst and File (1977)
examined the effect of single-object pictures,
multi-ohject pictures, taye, and na matarials
present on the language complexity of 4- to 5-
year-old children. While group data supported
increases in complexity in the order above,
individual data indicated that increases in com-
plexity could oecur in any ordering of the
stimulus conditions, Cook-Gumperz and
Corsaro (1977} reported differences in the
communication demands placed on 8- and 4-
vear-old children with three different sets of
materials: plavhouse, sandbox, and adult-directed
arts and crafts activity. Results indicated lan-
guage differences across conditions, with very
few initiative turns in the arts and crafts activity,
adherence to role-play conventions in the play-
house, and unpredictable fantasy interactions in
the sandbox. Cook-Gumperz and Corsaro con-
cluded that the sandlbox was the most difficalt
of the three settings in terms of interactive
demands and resulted in an increased use of
repetition and expansion, semantic typing, and
verbal descriptions of behaviors.
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Once again, different materials moy
reault in differences in language froquency and
samplexity. The differencos, however, sappanr
not to be predictable for children. Thereforo, it
is wise Lo provide a variely of developmentally
appropriate materiald and to encourage the child
to interact with ns many muterials as possible,
Differences, again, will contribute {o the overall
picture of the child'd communieation abilities.

Sample Size

Another variable that Miller (1951 indi-
cates will affect cample representativeness is
sample size. He contends thal sample size can
be determined in two ways. The first is to obtain
a specific number of utterances from the child
for transcribe thalt number from a sample
containing a larger number). For example,
various authors have suggested numbers of
utterances ranging from 50-200 for the sample
to be representative tLee, 1974; Tyack and
Gottsleben, 1974; Crystal, Fletcher, and
Garman, 1976, 1991; Miller, 19811 The other
alternative 1s to obtain utterances during a
particular period of ume, for example, 30
minutes, regardless of how many utterances
occur during that time frame. This 30-minute
period is likely to result in 100-200 utternnces
for children functioning at a 24-month level or
older i Miller, 19811, Longer pertods of time will
be necessary to obtain 100 utterances from chal-
dren younger than 2 years of age. and it may be
prudent to supplement a sample with diary
accounts [rom parents. The obvious conclusion
may be that the more utterances, the better, but
13 ane wffort to be realistic, proctical, and efMicient,
100 utterances gathered under vanous conditions
tvpieally results in a respectably diverse sample.

Method of Recording

Uhe nnal two varinbles thot bliller ) 19510
contends will affect sample representativenvss
are really varnables affecting the averall guality
of the resulting transeription. The lirat of these
ig the method ol recording. The optimum is
videntupe recording, becouse it permits the
clinician either to interact freely with the child
or to wateh undistracted as others interact
with the child. Transeription from videatape
recordings 14 eonsidered to be the most relinble
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method and permita detailed delineation of
changes in nonverbal eontext,

Tha seeond mathod af recnrding e audie
tape recording, Again, the clinician is free to
interact with the child, but making notes nbout
the child's activities during the taping is
important for providing the nonverbal context
for transcription. In addition, audio tape
recorders are readily avauable in most clinical
settings, and battery-operated recorders can be
taken anywhere the sample is being collectad.

The third method of recording suggested
by Miller 11881} is on-line transcription. This
mathod of recording 15 useful in ssttings whors
audio andior videotape recording is not practical.
This author has found on-line transcriplion to be
particularly useful in recording a child's productions
on field trips or other outings away from the
climiecal setting, The major criticism of on-line
transeriplion 1s that it results in transcriplions
that under-represenl or over-represent the
child's actual productions. However, Miller

1981 reports a high rehability for MLU compu-
tations based on on-line transcriptions and
transrriptions from tape recordings. The key to
obtaining reliable on-line transeniptions may be
to use one of the procedures suggested by
Miller: time sampling. Using this procedure. the
clinician transcribes for a few minutes, then
rests for a few minutes before continuing with
trapscnibing. This method maximizes attencion
during tranzeription. The alternative, wniting
down evervthing the child says. can be cumber-
zome and exhausting. As in audio tape recording,
nonverbal context notes should be made to
eomplete the transcriplion process.

Regardless of the method of recording the
interaction, guality trunseripts can be obtained.
Each method has its own problems and advan-
rages, and each relies on accurite representation
of the child’s productions for valid and reliable
LIANSCTIpLS.

Specification of Context

The tinal vartable affecting the quality of
the obtained lunguage transeript & the specifi-
cation of eontext, Thig includes the utterances of
the other conversational eo-participant as well
as the nonverbal or situationul context. The
utterances preceding and following a child’s



utterances may dramatically affect the interpre-
tation of the child's utterance. In addition, the
ohjects that are present and the events that are
taking place as the child produces an utterance
greatly influence interpretation of the child's
utterance. It will become obvious in the chapters
which follow that semantic and pragmatic
analyses require the specification of nonverbal

context; it also i vory hnlpl’ul with zynitactic
analysis. Overall, a quality transeription must
include a detailed account of both the linguistic
and nonlinguistic context.

Guidelines for Interaction

The preceding discussion highlights
numerous variables that are important to
consider when obtaining representative
language samples and producing quality tran-
geripts, The following guidelines for interacting

with a child to obtain a representative sample of

the child's productive language are offered as a
synthesis of the preceding discussion.
Guidelines 1-3 should be adhered to in sequence
to establish the conversational interaction.
unidelines 4-9 are general guidelines to be

followed throughout the interaction.

1. Begin with parallel play and parallel talk.
With a young child at the one-word stage,
imitate his verbalizations and use many

animal sounds and vehicle noises. With a
child older than 2 years, talk about what

you are doing as you play and use role-
playing dialogue (e.g., “I'm gonna make my
guy drive. Here's the tractor for him. "Wow,
what a big tractor. I'm gonna go fast!' "),

2. Move into interactive conversation, With
the young child, use some routine questions
{e.g., “What's a doggie say?") and elicit
finger plays (e.g., “Let's play Patty Cake").
With the older child, invite him to
nparticipate in play (e g “Hey, youn he the
gas station guy. I'll bring my car in. It
needs fixing”). Continue in role-playing
dialogue, unless establishing rules for play.
Encourage the child to participate in
plans for play, including what toy
peoplefammals will be doing (e g., "Hey,
how about having a picnic?”).

3. Continue the child’s topic. If he is role
playing, stay in role. If he shifts out of role,
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follow his lead. Respond to questions,
acknowledge comments, solicit more
information about a topic.

. Attempt to restrict your use of questions to

approximately one gquestion for every four
speaking turns. Eliminating use of questions
is unnatural, but too many questions may
reduce the length of the child’s utterances.
The often-suggested ~“Tell me about this”
can also break down the conversation and
result in descriptive strings from the child.
Instead, carry on a conversation with the
child at the child's level.

. Lmve the chuld options that are presenced as

alternative questions (e.g., “Should we play
gas station or have a pienie?”). While
children under 3 years of age may not com-
prehend the alternate question form
{Raeilin, 10974), painting to each option
provides contextual support for the choice
prior to full comprehension of the question
form. By using alternate question forms,
the shy or uncooperative child does not
have the option of saying no, but can feel in
control by choosing one of your opLions.

. Use utterances that are, on the average,

slightly longer than the child’s utterances.

Keep the number of utterances per speaking
turn to approximately the same number as
the child's.

. Learn to be comfortable with pauses in the

conversation, If you are too quick to take a
speaking turn in order to fill a pause, you
deny the child the opportunity to take a
turn, In addition, the child may come to
expect you to fill pauses and thus feel no
obligation toward continuing the conversa-
tion. If & pause becomes too long (longer
than eight seconds), continue with parallel
play and parallel talk until the child moves
back into interactive conversation.

. Have a variety of materials available to

keep the child’s motivation high, but do not
move abruptly from activity to activity.
Offer the child the option of changing
activities and follow his interests. A diverse
combination of materials might include
role-playing toys like cars, trucks, and
people, farm sets, and kitchen sets as
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well as manipulative materials like clay,
paints, paper, pens, markers, and items for
making a snack.

. Do not be afraid to be silly and have fun,

Many a ahw child has heen hrought into the
interaction by asking silly, obvioua questions
le.g., “Those are great shoes. Can | wear
them?") or by making silly comments (e.g.,
“There's a mouse in your pocket!"), Enjoy
the child and he will enjoy the interaction.



