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Abstract: This article describes a research project aimed at filling the gap in syntactic
research on language acquisition, in the area of creole languages. For too long
acquisitionists have ignored the domain of creole languages, and as such the time is ripe
for the present research. The purpose of this paper is to present an outline of the research
project entitled ‘The Acquisition of Jamaican Creole Syntax: A corpus-based study of early
parameter setting’, funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation grant
100015 131793/1. The goal of this project is to provide an extensive descriptive analysis of
early production in the development of grammatical representations of children acquiring
Jamaican Creole (JC). In addition, not only will this project contribute to scientific
knowledge, but it may be applicable to well needed developments in early childhood
education and language remediation in Jamaica and its diaspora. Additionally, the present
project will provide an accessible database for further study of the Jamaican language.
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1. Introduction

Over the last 40 years, there has been increasing research’in the domain of language
acquisition; but this has been predominantly on European Languages and only more
recently has the sphere been opened to non-Indo-European languages. Still, the acquisition
of other types of languages, such as creoles, has remained largely unexplored. In this paper,
we introduce a new research project entitied ‘The Acquisition of Jamaican Creole Syntax:
A corpus-based study of early parameter setting’, funded by the Swiss National Science
Foundation (100015 131793/1) from 2011 until 2015. It represents the first longitudinal
exploration of the acquisition of Jamnaican Creole syntax and the only longitudinal study of
Creole syntactic development. The focus of the research project was to explore the
emergence and transformation of both target-consistent and target-inconsistent syntactic
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developments in children acquiring JC, and to offer a theory-driven analysis on phrase-
structure building.

The paper is divided into four sections. The first section situates the research project in
the field of language acquisition and articulates the main research questions. Section two
describes the language situation in Jamaica and its impact on the study. Section three
outlines the research methodology, the selection of participants and the general analysis
methods which were employed. The paper ends with a brief summary and outlook.

1.1. Background

This project focuses on properties of syntactic systems of early JC and investigates the
development of grammatical properties in the course of the first years of life. Most research
on first language acquisition, despite differences in methodologies, converges on the fact
that developing children acquire the language of their linguistic community effortlessly,
under varying circumstances, in a limited amount of time. This process is normally
achieved uniformly, notwithstanding cross-linguistic variations. In "addition, certain
developmental patterns have emerged that are cross-linguistically uniform. There is an on-
going debate in the literature as to whether target-inconsistent production in early child
language is a result of parameter (mis)-setting, immaturity of computational or memory
capacities or other aspects of cognitive development (see Hyams 1986, 1992; Valian 1990;
Guilfoyle 1984; P. Bloom 1990; L. Bloom 1970; Greenfield and Smith 1976; among
others). Additionally, there is the controversial view that the parametric choices in creole
languages may directly express default settings, as a consequence of the special conditions
holding during the process of creolization (Bickerton, 1984, 1999; Degraff, 1999). Various
authors have argued against the proposal that Creoles constitute exceptional languages (e.g.
Degraff 2003, 2004; Mufwene 2000, 2001; among others), but little research has explored
these predictions in terms of acquisition: Are creoles more like themselves and less like
other languages, more directly mirroring properties of Universal Grammar and as such
containing little or no target-inconsistency in L1 development? Our current understanding
of the grammatical development of creole children is still extremely limited. While the
acquisition of syntax is a vastly studied area, the acquisition of creole syntax remains a
largely unexplored domain (with the exception of work on Mauritian Creole by Adone
1994 & 2012 and Adone & Vainikka 1999 and on Capeverdean by Pratas & Hyams 2009).

1.2. Significance and Aims

Against this background, the research project contributes to these discussions by
focusing on the agquisition of JC. JC being an analytic language, the overt realization of
various syntactic elements is particularly suited for mapping incremental syntactic
development of child grammar. The study sheds light of a number of controversial topics
related to the nature of target-inconsistent phenomena in early languages and fixation of
parameters. In particular, it examines word order patterns, null subjects, root infinitives,
topicalization, focalization, interrogation, tense, mood and aspect, double negation, verb
serialization, among other phenomena. We seek to address the following questions:

1. Is there a developmental order in the acquisition of lexical and functional
structures, with the latter globally delayed with respect to the former (Radford 1990)? Or do
lexical and functional structures co-occur at all levels of acquisition?

2. Does structure emerge incrementally in line with the incremental structure
building approach to development (Radford 1990, and subsequent works) or are all
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structures available when significant production starts in line with the full competence
approach (Poeppel & Wexler 1993)?

3. Does the grammar of children acquiring JC replicate the highly structured
cartographically-coherent pattern of the target language?

4. Ts the acquisition of JC exceptional or is it acquired just like other well-studied
languages? Do learners of JC go through a root null subject phase? Does their grammar
reflect Root Infinitives? .

5. More generally, do maturation factors affect the linguistic development (e.g. as in
Borer and Wexler, 1987), or are target-inconsistencies in early productions fully reducible
to the mechanism of parameter setting, and /or to an incomplete lexical acquisition?

6. Is the gradual character of the changes in early grammatical systems consistent
with a parameteric approach, or does it favor item-based approaches (Tomasello 2003) or
approaches based on grammar competition (Yang 2002; Roeper 2007).

Moreover, the current research provides an accessible and usable corpus of natural
production of Jamaican Creole. This corpus will be archived in the CHILDES (Child
Language Data Exchange System) repository. In order to provide a precise and systematic
description of the acquisition of JC, the study is couched in the Principles and Parameters /
minimalist framework of Generative Grammar. Nonetheless, alternative views of the
construction of grammatical knowledge were considered whenever relevant.

2. Language Situation

Jamaica has a population of 2.7 million inhabitants, making it the largest English-
speaking Island of the Caribbean. Standard Jamaican English (English) is the official
language, i.e. the language used is schools, parliament and the media. JC is the national
language, and is spoken by the majority of the population. JC is, for the most part, the
ambient language used in the home and is the first language of most Jamaicans. JC is
acquired mainly through parent, sibling and extended family interaction while English
appears to- be primarily acquired from school interactions in the classroom (Carpenter,
2009). The Ministry of Education has however adopted an approach in which teachers
“promote basic communication through the oral use of the home language in the early years
(e.g. K-3) while facilitating the develépment of literacy in English” (Bryan 2001, 23 in
Lewis 2010, 13).

The Jamaican language. situation is described as a Creole Continuum (Decamp 1971)
with speakers varying across the continuum from basilect to acrolect. The basilectal end is
also referred to as the ‘deep creole’. Speakers of this variety tend to be located in the more
rural areas and manifest the highest degree of substratum influence (i.e. influence from
West African languages as transmitted during slavery). This variety is farthest from the
‘local standard’. Speakers at the other end of the continuum (the acrolect) are mainly
associated with the urban areas and generally speak the ‘local standard’, which is the
prestigious variety, containing the most ‘superstrate’ (British English) influences. Situated
in between the two extremes are the mesolectal varieties, which share features of both
extremes to varying degrees. Speakers of the basilect and the acrolect varieties may be
mutually unintelligible; however this is very rare as most people can adjust their production
upward or downward on the continuum (Durrleman-Tame 2008). The distinction between
mesolect and basilect is not quite clear-cut as due to the relatively fluid social structure,
rural varieties are becoming more and more urbanized, making more overlap between the
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two varieties (Winford 1993). There are however, speakers who command only one of the
varieties (monolinguals) and others who command both varieties (bilinguals). The
Language Competence Survey of Jamaica (2007) reports that 46.4% of its sample
demonstrated bilingualism; however while only 17.1% were monolingual English speakers,
36.5% were monolingual JC speakers. The majority of the monolingual English speakers
was located in the eastern and urban areas and was concentrated in the highly skilled and
professional groups.

The project concentrates primarily on the variety found at the basilectal extreme of the
continuum (which we have been referring to as JC). The choice for this selection is based
on the fact that it is the variety with the least influence from Standard English, and therefore
offering the most syntactic novelty (in line with Durrleman-Tame 2008 and Bailey 1966).
JC has been considered a canonical example of an Atlantic Creole (Patrick 2004), since it is
characterized by a cluster of grammatical properties typically found in such creoles.
Features that are characteristic of JC, which make it quite distinct from English, include
serial verb constructions, double negation, lack of subject-auxiliary inversion, lack of case
morphology or gender distinction on pronouns. To find monolingual speakers whose
linguistic repertoire contains only these features and absolutely no English influence is
however challenging due to the continuum situation. In the next section, we detail the
procedures in ensuring the selection of the most appropriate informants for inclusion in the
research project.

3. Research Methodology

In order to investigate the emergence of the early syntactic systems of JC, six children,
age ranging from 18 to 23 months at the beginning of recordings, were recorded for a
period of 18 months. This age-range corresponds to the period in which syntax typically
emerges in children and during which target-inconsistent productions have been
documented in other languages. In addition, it is the period in which the methodology we
have adopted can be most fruitfully utilized. The linguistic production of children younger
than 18 months is often too poor and too dispersed to provide coherent data. Above 36
months, children are ‘talking machines’ and data collection based on longitudinal
recordings is generally much less informative than research employing experimental
methods. As the acquisition of JC is an understudied domain, a longitudinal corpus study is
an excellent starting point to provide a general overview of the relevant phenomena. '

3.1. Participants

For the research project, informants were strategically selected from households where
JC was the primary language spoken, and as such the interference from English in the
child’s linguistic environment was minimal. Given the existence of the creole continuum,
various factors were considered in identifying and selecting the participants for inclusion in
the study. Primary consideration was given to the area of residence and the level of
education of the primary care-giver. More specifically, speakers from rural communities
with less education were ranked closer to the basilectal end of the continuum (Meade
2001). In light of this observation, in the search for children to be included in our study, we
targeted Southfield and neighboring communities, located in the parish of St. Elizabeth.
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This area was selected based on the socio-demographic profile of the residents (Francis
2012) and general opinions on where the most conservative JC could be found.

In order to find participants in the desired age group, we consulted the local Health
Centre, where all children of the community and surrounding areas are expected to be
registered. A letter was sent to the Head Nurse, explaining the research objectives and the
rationale behind seeking participants. A list of prospective participants and their contact
details was received.

Preliminary interviews, guided by ethical principles, were conducted with care-givers of
the prospective participants. We were mindful of the observers’ paradox (Labov 1972).
This is where a researcher tries to observe naturalistic speech, however his/her presence as
an observer creates a situation in which speakers are highly conscious of their speech and
will therefore modify it. In order to minimize this, the interviews were informal and took
place in the homes of the prospective participants. The language used by the interviewer
was JC. These initial interviews allowed us to analyze the language used by the caregivers
and members of the household for typical creole features (as described in Bailey 1966;
Patrick 2004; Durrleman-Tame 2008). If these features were sufficiently present, then
children in such households would be eligible subjects for participation in the research
project. Notwithstanding this, further selection criteria were applied, involving the
willingness and availability of the informants and the level of speech production by the
children. ‘

One participant was immediately ruled out, as despite their overwhelming interest in the
research, the language of the household contained many mesolectal and acrolectal features,
and as such did not conform to the basilectal criteria necessary for participation. After 3
sessions of recording, another informant was not producing any words in contrast to what
his mother had reported. To continue recording him was not profitable for the research
project, and as such he was subsequently replaced by another informant. A third informant
was clearly not interested in participating in the research project and was also removed.
Additional informants were included in the study based on references received from
participants, At the end of the selection process the following table represents the
participants included in the study (participants are referred to via pseudonyms).

Name Age! at 1* recordin Gender Location

emale

Table 1: Research Participants
We present in the next section individual profiles of each participant.

3.1.1. Participants’ Individual Profiles

COL (age range: 1;6,11 — 2;11,7): COL was the youngest informant in the study. He
had a Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) of 1.6 at 20 months and 3.81 at 35 months. He was

! Age is presented in Year; Month, Day format.
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a single child living with both parents in the community of Back Flagaman. They lived in a
‘nestled” area where five other houses were a stone's throw away. These houses had other
children, one of whom was also a participant of this study. In addition, his paternal
grandmother and cousins were immediate neighbors, and as such the yard was normally
active. His maternal grandmother lived in the same community, before migrating abroad, 9
months into the study. Some of his recordings were conducted at her house; however the
majority was done in his home. His father was a farmer, who habitually fished, while his
mother was a housewife. After starting kindergarten at 28 months old, his parents
constructed a small shop in their yard, where the mother worked as a shopkeeper. ~

ALA (age range: 1;7,19 — 3;0,15): At 21 months, with an MLU value at 1.48 and 5.66 at
36 months, she was one of the most vocal participants in the study. She lived in the
community of Southfield with her parents in a family house where they occupied a room at
the back. She was a single child for her parents but had cousins, aunts, uncles and
grandparents in the extended household. Her mother held a clerical/administrative position
in a governmental agency in the parish, while her father was a driver distributing goods for
a furniture company. As such, when both parents were at work, the child would stay with
relatives in the neighboring community of Seaview. Recordings were therefore conducted
at Seaview and at the child’s home. ALA started attending school at 33 months old.

RJU (age range: 17,28 — 3;0,25): RJU lived in an extended family household with his

parents, paternal grandmother, aunts, uncles, and cousin. His cousin, a girl aged 6 years,
appeared to be his best friend with whom he interacted the most. His mother was
unemployed while his father worked as a farmer. Throughout the 18 month period, RJU
“visited his paternal grandfather in a district located about 10 miles away from his home
community; where some of his recordings were conducted. During the last four months of
the recording sessions, RJU and his mother relocated to the neighboring community of
Crossroads, where they lived with other relatives. RJU later returned home under the care
of his paternal grandmother and aunt. The majority of his recordings were conducted in his
home in the presence of his cousin. At 22 months, he had an MLU of 1.39 and ending with
an MLU of 4.86 at 36 months.

TYA (age range: 1;9,18 — 3;2,15): TYA lived in the community of Roundhill with her
parents and two siblings. Her mother was a housewife while her father was a taxi-driver.
Her immediate neighbors were her grandmother, aunts and cousins. She had an MLU of
1.22 at 23 month and 4.86 at 38 months. She started school at 35 months; at this point we
saw a very rapid development in her speech, moving from an MLU of 2.16 at 34 months of
age to a high of 5.38 at 37 months. Her recordings were conducted mainly in the comfort of
her home.

KEM (age range: 1;11,3 —3;3,11): KEM’s MLU was 2.1 and 5.47 at 24 and 39 months
respectively, peaking at 6.46 at 37 months. He started school at 32 months. He lived with
his mother, maternal grandparents, aunt and uncle in the community of Roundhill. His
mother was unemployed, his grandfather was a farmer and his grandmother operated a shop
in the yard. KEM sometimes had playmates with whom he ran about freely in his large yard
space and neighboring taverns. All of his recordings were conducted at his home.

SHU (age range: 1;11,25 — 3;4,13): SHU was the eldest participant in the research
project. She had an MLU of 2.88 at 25 months and 5.02 at 40 months. She lived in the
community of Back Flagaman with her mother and her brother and enjoyed a visiting
relationship with her father and his family who lived just a few meters away. She was the
only child for her father. Upon the passing of her father at 28 months, she lived with her
paternal grandparents, aunt and uncle, and then had a visiting relationship with her mother.
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Her mother was generally unemployed but worked occasionally as a store clerk. Her
grandfather operated a shop and her grandmother was a housewife. She started school at 33
months of age. Recordings were conducted mainly at the home of her mother or paternal
grandparents, and on a few occasions at the home of her maternal grandmother.

MLU values are plotted in Figures 1 — 6 showing a steady increase of utterance length
against age for all participants in the study. On the x-axis we present the MLU values and
on the y-axis the informants’ age in year; months, days format. The complete list of MLU
values are given in Appendix 1, Tables (1) — (6). Note that this does not include the 2 initial
months of data collection and only two recordings per month are represented. Justification
for this is presented in section 3.4. The MLUs were calculated automatically with the help
of CLAN (Computerized Language Analysis). They are all word based, as opposed to
morpheme based. Being an isolating language, all lexical and functional elements are
counted as independent words. The MLU presented for JC may therefore not be
immediately comparable to that in languages with morphologically complex words for
which a morpheme-based count is adopted.
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Fig. 1: COL’s MLU
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Fig. 3: RJU’s MLU
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3.2. Recordings

Preliminary interviews and recordings were conducted by Tamirand De Lisser, the main
researcher, at the end of October 2011 and recording sessions began in November 2011.
Nickesha Dawkins, a graduate student from the University of the West Indies, was
employed as a Research Assistant to the project in December 2011. Along with the main
researcher, she carried out the recordings and transcription of the data. |

Each participant was recorded every 10 days in separate 60 minutes sessions, for the
initial five months, and subsequently every 15 days for the remaining duration of the data
collection phase of the project. Not accounting for the first two months when selection
process was still underway, we ended-up with a database of 204 hours of recordings.
Recordings were conducted in JC, in the presence of the interviewers, care-providers and in
some instance other relatives and friends. The format of the recording sessions was quite
informal and participants, becoming close friends with the researchers, spoke freely on
various subject matters. The sessions were usually interactively built upon games and story
books. The researchers would take a gift for each child at every recording session.

Based on the close proximities of the communities in which the children reside,
recording sessions were usually all conducted in one day. The researchers would get in the

*field around 9 a.m. (sometimes earlier depending on the availability of the participants) and
recordings would begin immediately. Both researches would interview ALA, as she was the
only participant of her community, located approximately 15 minutes by car from the
community where the other informants reside. TYA and KEM lived in the same community
and as such the researchers conducted parallel recording sessions. Parallel recording
sessions were usually conducted with SHU and COL, and a joint session for RJU. This
schedule was not always maintained as the sessions were flexible depending on the
availability of the participants. On occasions, where informants were unavailable on the
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scheduled recording day, another visit would be arranged where the recording session
would be conducted. As some participants started school during the course of the research
project, recordings were subsequently scheduled to take place on the weekends, and in
some instances after-school.

Hand-held digital voice recorders were used as the main tool for data collection. Initial
recordings were conducted with the recorder attached to the child bearing a mike, however
this proved to be problematic as, not only was it a major distraction for the child, but the
use of a single input mike allowed only for the audible processing of the child’s data and
not the surrounding interlocutors. For subsequent recordings, the recorder’s built-in
microphone was used, with the recording device strategically positioned or held by the
researcher, so as to effectively capture the required data. Where necessary, notes were
recorded after the sessions.

3.3. Transcription and Orthography

JC is mainly an oral language. Many of the lexemes are English-based but their
phonology is quite different. We have adopted the JLU (Jamaica Language Unit) modified
Cassidy-LePage orthography for all transcriptions.

All data was transcribed in CHAT (Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts)
format, following the standard guidelines of the CHILDES Database. The transcription
procedure proved to be very time consuming as it took approximately 10 hours to transcribe
one hour of data. For transcribing the data, the recordings were transferred from the
recording device to the computer. High quality earphones were used and the researcher
transcribes the exact production as uttered. In some instances, due to surrounding noise
including overlapping speech, recordings had to be listened repeatedly in order to ensure
accurate transcription. Inaudible speech was transcribed as xxx. A backed-up copy of all
recordings and transcriptions is stored on the University of Geneva Database for safe
keeping.

3.4. Coding

Based on the time-frame for the completion of the research project, a decision was taken
to initially code only the utterances of the child. The approximate time to code one
transcription was 6 hours. This time however could not be fixed as it depended largely on
the number and length of child utterances in the transcription. Tahirah Charles, Patrice
Clarke, Sheneil Ellis and Danielle Smith, all final-year students from the University of the
West Indies, were employed to carry out the coding of the data, under the supervision of the
main researcher.

Based on the non-standard conventions in transcribing JC, coding of the data had to be
done manually. A list of codes was developed for conveying the morpho-syntactic relations
of the data. Despite this comprehensive list, coding of the data did not prove to be
unproblematic as there are some instances where a particular lexical item could lead to
different interpretations or yield different codings in the same context. To deal with these
occurrences, native speakers’ judgments were employed where applicable, or the word in
question coded as unknown.

In dealing with issues regarding the coding of single word utterances, we adopted the
method employed in comparative syntax, assuming on grounds of continuity and
uniformity, that child language approximates adult grammar (in line with Bates et.al. 1994,
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Gillette et.al. 1999, among others). We acknowledge that this is not necessarily true in
general but.it is the necessary initial assumption for comparative research.

Several meetings were conducted with the coding team to ‘iron out’ all issues. Two
recordings were coded per child for the period starting January 2012 to March 2013 and
one coding done for each child in April 2013. The decision to start coding the data for
analysis as of January 2012 was based on:

Y the maximal use of funds available

il. the final confirmation date of all the research participants ‘

iili.  the initial two months involved familiarization of the participants with the
researchers thereby maximizing their language production levels

All completed codings, amounting to a total of 186 files, were duly checked for
verification of accuracy, and for inclusion of additional details as required for the analysis.

3.5. Analysis

The analysis of the production data was based mainly on age and developmental stages
in line with Radford (1990). Nonetheless, where necessary the participants’ production was
classified and compared by their MLU (see Brown 1973; Miller 1981; Miller and Chapman
1981).

Some utterances were excluded from the data analysis, these include:

-utterances in which any unintelligible portions (coded an UNK) could be critical for the
analysis -

- utterances where the meaning was unclear based on the context of the discourse

- the child’s stuttering or self-repetitions without the production of contentful utterances
in-between

- repetitions of memorized materials, e.g. songs and nursery rhymes

- immediate repetitions of adult’s exact utterance

The analysis was based on automatic computing of the morpho-syntactic coding using
CLAN, NotePad++ and other software where necessary. Nonetheless, manual analysis was
inevitable for certain computations.

3.6. Limitations

Manual transcription and coding are extremely time consuming. Our initial choice was
to code only the child speech; this made the project feasible within the assigned temporal
and financial constraints, but also limited the possible comparison between child production
and child-directed adult speech. It would be desirable to also code adult utterances in a
future development of the project.

4. Summary and Outlook

This research project contributes to filling gaps that exist in acquisition research in the
area of creole linguistics. The data on both target-consistencies and target-inconsistencies in
the acquisition of JC offers a basis for studying the acquisition of JC against the
background of the established results in comparative acquisition studies. This rich empirical
data has in fact already given rise to the fine-tuning of existing theoretical analyses of
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language acquisition, such as truncation theory (Rizzi 1993) (see De Lisser et al, 2015). By
providing the only longitudinal corpus of Creole acquisition, we further facilitate future
studies concerning grammatical development in Creoles. Finally, the impact goes beyond
the realm of linguistics: by indicating, for the first time, syntactic milestones in the early
speech of typically developing Creole children, our work should be useful for detecting
atypical Creole development and thus lead to earlier implementation of language
remediation. Indeed assessments will no longer need to be based on the acquisition of
English, which is likely not to be the child’s target language, but rather on the language
most frequently targeted, namely creole, a medium also now encouraged in the classroom
since 2001 (as advised by the Ministry of Education). In addition, the project could help
writers of books for children to be informed of what grammatical level a Creole-speaking
child is expected to master at a certain age, which would in turn contribute to advancing
literacy in Creole. In sum, findings from the current research project should be of interestto
acquisitionists, creolists, teachers, speech and language therapists, developmental
psychologists and writers of children’s books. We hope that our research will set the stage
for more comparable research into the acquisition of other creole languages.
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Appendix. Participants’ MLU
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