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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to research the language performance 

in written English of first and second language users of English to gain 

an insight into their language competence. Hunt's T units, validated by 

researchers as sensitive and discriminating between different racial 

groups, were used to measure syntactic maturity quantitatively. Two tests 

were made and analyzed as Hunt set out in Syntactic Maturity in School 

Children and Adults. One was a controlled passage, comprising 34 kernel 

sentences to be rewritten "in a better way", the other a free writing 

passage, the stimulus sentence being "I'll never forget the time when •••• " 

A vocabulary test was also administered as a ranking device. Research 

had shown that vocabulary tests measure verbal ability, and are relatively 

culture-fair. 

The objectives of the study were: 

1. to determine the nature of the differences in the use of 

English by groups of students for whom English is a first language and 

those for whom English is a second language. It was hypothesized that 

subjects for whom English is a second language would score lower on the 

two measures of syntactic maturity being used than subjects for whom 

English is a first language. 

2. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a corre

lation between scores on the two syntactic maturity measures based on 

the different approaches -- the controlled passage and the free writing 

sample. It was hypothesized that there would be a positive correlation 
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between these two. 

3. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a corre

lation between scores on a vocabulary test and scores on the two syntac

tic measures. It was hypothesized that there would be a positive corre

lation. 

4. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a corre

lation between the number of words a student used in the controlled pas

sage and the number of words he wrote in the free writing passage. It 

was hypothesized there would be a negative correlation. 

5. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a corre

lation between the number of words in the controlled passage and the 

ratios of syntactic maturity, and between the number of words in the free 

writing passage and the ratios of syntactic maturity. It was hypothe

sized that there would be a positive correlation in the free writing pas

sage. 

Population 

The population comprised: 

1. grade 11 and 12 Canadian Indian students whose first language 

is Blackfoot and Canadian students whose first language is English, from 

a small town in southern Alberta. For brevity, they will be referred to 

as Blackfoot and Canadian respectively. 

2. form six black Rhodesian students whose first language is 

Shona, from a school in Mashonaland and white Rhodesians whose first lan

guage is English from a school in Salisbury. For brevity, they will be 

referred to as Shona and Rhodesian respectively. 
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The study found no consistent trend in the analysis of the syntac

tic structures used by second language speakers when compared with tlm£ir 

compatriots who speak English as a first language. The Blackfoot scored 

significantly higher than the Canadians on two measures of syntactic 

maturity in the free writing passage, showing that they used longer T 

units in a free situation. Canadians however score significantly higher 

in one category in the controlled passage, showing that in a situation 

where precision was required they produced longer clauses than the 

Blackfoot. In the case of the Rhodesian/Shena set, the Rhodesians scored 

significantly higher in five categories, indicating a trend for these 

first language users to show more syntactic maturity, as measured by 

Hunt's five ratios, than their Shona speaking compatriots. 

The tests to show whether the controlled passage and free writing 

passage measured the same thing were inconclusive. The correlation 

between scores was slight; the correlation between ranking on scores was 

more substantial. 

Tests made to see if there was a correlation between ability in a 

vocabulary test and syntactic maturity as shown on Hunt's five ratios 

showed there was little relationship between these two elements of lan

guage. 

Length of the controlled passage and length of the free writing 

passage correlated negatively, suggesting that a student who writes com

pactly in the controlled passage was able to relax and expand his syntac

tic register in the free writing passage. Alternately, a student who was 

unable to be compact in the controlled passage was also unable to relax 

and expand his syntactic register in the free writing passage. This was 
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backed up by the correlation between length and syntactic maturity ratios. 

From these findings several conclusions were drawn. The study 

showed that the syntax of second language users does not differ greatly 

from that of first language users. The research has shown language to be 

a problem for second language users. Possibly the measures of language 

performance used in this study are not really a reflection of language 

competence. A study of the oral comprehension of students whose mother 

tongue is not English should be made. Particularly at grades 11, 12 and 

university levels, stress is on oral comprehension of lecture material 

in specific subject areas. It is important to determine difficulties 

these students have with both oral and written language. 

The vocabulary test failed to discriminate fairly between the 

capabilities of individuals. It is possible that this test, or another 

test, might produce a higher correlation between vocabulary scores and a 

conventional evaluation of each individual's work; or between vocabulary 

scores and a syntactic analysis that includes qualitative components. 

Quality, as well as quantity, needs to be considered in measuring 

the syntax of grade 11 and 12s. Hunt finds students who write long clau

ses and T units to be more syntactically mature, without regard for the 

quality of the writing. This was shown to be an important omission at 

this level. Variety and flexibility also have a part in the production 

of good syntax. 

Curriculum and methodology should include the study of literature 

and the student's own writings as lessons in stylistics. Literature of 

high quality, judiciously introduced, would enrich and extend students' 

experiences with words, ideas, style. Hunt's quantitative measures of 
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syntax could be used along with quantitative analysis to identify the 

specifics of mature writing. Through this process students' own wri

ting should improve stylistically. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Schools are language-saturated institutions. They are places 
where books are thumbed, summarized and 'revised', notes are dic
tated, made, ·kept and learnt, essays are prepared, written and 
marked, examination questions are composed and the attendant 
judgements made. Teachers explain, lecture, question, exhort, 
reprimand and make jokes. Pupils listen, reply, make observa
tions, call out, mutter, whisper and make jokes. 1 

Rosen has summed up the situation well -- schools are indeed 

language-saturated institutions. And the importance of the ability to 

communicate ideas in writing increases with every school year. From the 

time a child enters elementary school until he completes his schooling 

several years later, he is taught how to manipulate the structures of 

written English language in ever-increasing degrees of complexity. Aca-

demic progress is usually determined by tests which require communica-

tion of ideas in written form. Frequently specific tests are given to 

determine competency in actually using the English language in a written 

form. 

The language environment in which a child grows is of fundamental 

importance for his language development in both oracy and literacy. 

Oracy naturally precedes literacy, but it has been shown that oral lan-

guage development serves as an underlying base for development of read-

ing and written achievement. A child's ability to express himself 

1Harold Rosen, "Towards a Language Policy Across the Curriculum," 
Language, the Learner and the School, Douglas Barnes, James Britton and 
Harold Rosen (Middlesex: Penguin, 1969), p. 119. 
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through written communication appears directly related to his maturity 

2 
in the speaking and listening phase of language development. Strickland 

explains: 

Writing is one of the language arts and it is highly dependent 
for its growth on the growth of other language arts. The quality 
of writing i.s closely related to the quality of speech. While the 
occasional secondary school student or adult writes better than he 
talks, it is a rare child who writes, at least in the early grades, 
any better than he talks. Few write as well as they talk. If a 
child rarely uses a complete or grammatically standard sentence and 
still more rarely twists his tongue or his mind around a compound 
or complex sentence, his written sentences will be as weak as those 
he speaks. The sentence structure a child brings to school are 
those of his home and neighborhood. He has learned them thoroughly 
by the time he enters school at the age of five or six. Many years 
of intensive effort will be required to change them.3 

Thus a child needs to be able to speak a language well before he 

can write it well. Children's language is greatly influenced by the 

models presented in their environmental setting. In this respect people 

for whom English is a second language may be at a disadvantage when they 

have to compete academically with people for whom English is a first 

languag~. 

Wilkinson reports evidence to show that the linguistic and edu-

cational attainments of bilinguals are inferior to those of monoglots, 

and that they tend to develop less well in both languages. There are 

four possible reasons for this: linguistic interference from a first 

language, cultural interference, parental confusion in language, and lack 

2 . 
Robert B. Ruddell, "Oral Language and the Development of Other 

Language Skills," Elementary School Language Arts: Selected Readings, 
eds. Paul C. Burns and Leo M. Schell (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1969)., p. 132. 

3 Ruth Strickland, "Evaluating Children's Composition," Elementary 
School Language Arts: Selected Readings (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1969), 
p. 494. 
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of time due to the fact that the bili.ngual children are learning two lan-

4 guages in the time that monoglot children are learning one. 

Canadian Indians and black Rhodesians speak their own language at 

home and socially, but receive all their schooling in English. With 

English being confined to a limited portion of the day, they lack the 

opportunities to practice their oral English, which in turn weakens their 

written English. At any stage of language learning reinforcement is 

necessary; and never more so than when new ideas, concepts and relation-

ships are being learned. Children learning English as a second language 

lack the oral language reinforcement in the home of what the school 

teaches. First language speakers receive this reinforcement as a matter 

of course. The development of language is central to learning. Where 

language is slow to develop, the whole educational process is bound to 

be slower. 

It may be claimed that having received their education in English, 

second language users, by the upper grades of high school, should have 

no problems with English and that their language performance should dif-

fer little from a first language user's and that the syntax used by both 

should be indistinguishable. However, there is research to show that 

language difficulties with English are a major cause of the high attri-

tion rate of Canadian Indian students and their high failure rate at 

5 University. University of Rhodesia African students are reported to 

4 Andrew Wilkinson, The Foundations of Language (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1971), p. 100. 

5 I. R. Brooks, "Why They Leave," Indian Student University Pro-
gram - an Evaluation, Evelyn Moore and I. R. Brooks (Calgary: University 
of Calgary, 1973). 



have a higher failure rate than their white compatriots, possibly due to 

6 language difficulties. Having to operate in a language not your own, 

being confronted by problems of mother tongue interference, lacking the 

4 

language reinforcement the home should provide, all emphasize the problem 

facing the Indian and African student. 

There is also the question of thought being heavily dependent on 

language. There can be little doubt that for much of the time we use 

words to think with. The amount and quality of thinking that we can 

achieve without words is limited. L. S. Vygotsky said, "Thought is not 

7 merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through them." There 

is definitely more to language learning than learning the language. This 

is not to suggest Canadian Indians or black Rhodesians cannot, or do not, 

think, but that with a different language background they may be less 

attuned to thinking in a Western, English-based way, and to using the-"

English language accordingly. 

The ability to understand a language does not necessarily imply 

the ability to use it. Chomsky pointed out the difference between lan-

guage competence and language performance in Aspects of the Theory of 

Syntax. Competence refers to the child's tacit understanding of the 

rule system; performance relates to the essentially social use to which 

8 the rule system is put. As Kellogg Hunt points out, "Although a school 

6 Letter from Lionel Menasche, Department of Linguistics, Univer-
sity of Rhodesia, May 14, 1975. 

7 
L. S. Vygotsky, Thought and Language (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. 

Press, 1962), p. 125. 

8 
Noam Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass~

M.I.T. Press, 1965), p. 4. 
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child has acquired the recursive rules which are in principle sufficient 

to produce an infinite variety of fully mature sentences, it is a fact of 

9 
exp~rience for all of us that the child does not produce them." 

Certainly one of the main objectives of the school is to increase 

both language competence and language performance. If we can measure 

language performance to determine the nature of the difficulties both 

first and second language speakers have, we can identify areas where 

increased experience with language could aid in developing both language 

performance and language competence. Although our measures may not reveal 

everything about our idealized perception of language competence, we are 

not prevented from learning about improved methods of measuring perfor-

mance. The ways in which we manipulate our written language should 

reveal our level of language performance. At the same time, specific 

problems should be identified in our use of language. This means we~must 

look objectively at the syntax of written expression. Syntactic research 

has been a search for measures that are both objective and revealing. A 

measure that attempts to fulfil both of these requirements is the measure 

of syntactic maturity a measure of the development of syntactic struc-

tures. 

This study attempted to measure the language performance of stu-

dents to gain some insight into their language competence. Written mater-

ial was analyzed to find a measure of syntactic maturity. The students 

came from four cultural groups, so comparisons were made of the differ-

ence between the language performance of first and second language users 

9 Kellogg Hunt, "Response to 'How not to analyse the syntax of 
children' by Roger McCaig", Elementary English, XLVII, (May, 1970), p. 620. 
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of English. A considerable body of research has produced the measures 

that were used. A definition of terms and review of literature supported 

the study design and methods of analysis used. 

Definition of Terms 

Syntax. Syntax is the part of grammar dealing with word rela-

tionships in a sentence - sentence structure. 

Syntactic maturity. Syntactic maturity is a measurement of the 

development of sentence structure. In this study, maturity is designated 

.as nothing more than a quantitative measure of sentence, clause and T 

unit length. 

Syntactic density. Syntactic density refers to the variety of 

syntactic devices used. 

Syntactic complexity. Syntactic complexity refers to the dfff~-

culty of syntactic devices used. 

Subordination index. This is the ratio of subordinate (dependent) 

clauses to all clauses, main and subordinate. 

Main clause co-ordination index. This is the ratio of main 

clauses which are co-ordinated with other main clauses to the total num-

ber of main clauses. 

Kernel sentence. A kernel sentence is basic in that it cannot 

be derived from another sentence. 

Transformations. These are rules for the conversion of kernel 

sentences into more complex types -- passive voice sentences, questions, 

imperatives, negative sentences. 

Sentence-combining transforms. These are transformations which

combine two or more kernel sentences into one more complex sentence. 
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Subclausal transforms. A subclausal transform is a transform 

which reduces what was originally a clause to less than a clause. 

Garbles. A garble is a piece of extraneous matter that could not 

be understood by the researcher. 

Syntactic Devices (Hunt's Definitions) 

Clause. A clause must contain a subject or a co-ordinated sub-

ject and a finite verb. 

Sentence. A sentence is whatever a student writes between an 

initial capital letter and a full stop or other terminal mark. 

T unit. A T unit consists of one main clause and the subordinate 

clauses and non-clausal expressions that are attached to or embedded in 

it. 10 

10 
Kellogg Hunt, "Syntactic Maturity in School Children and Adults," 

Monogrnph of the Society for Research in Child Development Vol. 35., No. 1 
( 19 7 0 ) ' p p • l )-14 • 



Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Syntactic Maturity Studies 

One of the characteristics of language development is that with 

increasing maturity children use more and more complex sentences. It 

is obvious that elementary and secondary school students continue to 

develop their abilities to manipulate language by employing more compli

cated structures. 

Research for some time has been attempting to find a quantita

tive measure of syntactic complexity. Sentence length was one of the 

earliest areas under review -- older children write longer sentences. 

As early as 1933 La Brant refuted this measure as a basic unit of com

parison. She felt the sentence was too subjective a measure -- there 

was no agreement on a definition of a sentence. Her comments were 

ignored, and sentence length remained the most common measure of language 

development until well into the sixties. 

La Brant's suggestion for an objective measure was the clause. 

She found that although the number of words per clause did not increase 

with maturity in school children, there is another measure which did 

increase. Such a measure is the proportion of predicates in dependent, 

subordinate clauses as compared with the number of predicates in inde

pendent, main clauses. She found that, of the total clauses written, 

8 
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11 
older children write an increasing number of subordinate clauses. 

As a result, the study of the clause has been used fairly exten-

sively as a measure. Sam and Stine identified all the clauses in compo-

sitions produced by school children and classified their structural pat-

terns as belonging to six different types. They also compared the fre-

quencies of four kinds of main clause modification, verbals, subordinate 

clauses, prepositional phrases and adverbs, in a 20% systematic random 

sample of all sentences. 12 Studies following this line of attack are 

principally those based on O'Donnell, Griffin and Norris in their trans-

formational analysis. Their concern is with what sorts of sentence com-

13 bining transforms the children have used. 

Hunt's T Units 

This then was the state of affairs in measuring of syntax prior 

to Hunt: an unsatisfactory measure of sentence length, a measure of~ 

clause length which La Brant felt was not sensitive, and a main clause 

co-ordination index and a subordinate clause index. Hunt reviewed the 

traditional syntactic measuring devices and recognized that both clause 

11 Lou La Brant, "A Study of Certain Language Developments of 
Children in Grades 4-12 Inclusive," Genetic Psychology Monographs, 14, 
(1933), p. 387-491, cited by Kellogg Hunt, "Syntactic Maturity in School 
Children and Adults," Monograph of the Society for Research in Child 
Development, Vol. 35, No. 1 (1970). 

12
N. H. Sam and E. S. Stine, Structural Analysis of the Writte

Composition of Intermediate Grade Children. Report of the U.S. office 
of Education, Co-operative Research Project No. 5057, Bethlehem, Pa., 
1965, cited by Roy O'Donnell, William J. Griffin and Raymond C. Norris, 
"Syntax of Kindergarten and Elementary School Children," NCTE Research 
Report No. 8 (Champaign, Ill., 1967), p. 5. 

l3 
Ibid., p. 50. 
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length and subordination ratios were to some degree proven reliable 

faetors in measuring syntactic maturity. He combined them in a new sin-

gle unit which equalled or excelled the reliability of all the previous 

measures -- the T unit. A T unit is a main clause with all its subordi-

14 nate clauses. 

Hunt found the T unit inereased in length with advances in age 

and grade level of the subjects being studied. He noted that this was 

in part attributable to the increases in the number of dependent clauses, 

but he found that clause length also increased with age and experience. 

He noted that another important factor in the progressive lengthening of 

T units is an increase in the number of sub-clausal sentence combining 

transforms embedded in them. 

llunt used the method of a breakdown into T units in two differ-

ent ways. In 1965 he used it with a free writing exercise involvin~

1000 words written in class over a period of a trimester. The teachers 

were told: 

During the trimester have each student write more than one 
thousand words. Let his subject matter be whatever he normally 
writes in school. Make sure that all writing is done under your 
supervision so that there can be no contamination from the out
side. Make no changes in what the student hands in to you. 
Merell count his words to see when he has produced over a thou
sand. 5 

rn 1970 he introduced a passage - Aluminium - in which only the 

16 
conceptH present in the stJmulus passage were to be analyzed. All 

I '• Hunt, syntactic Maturity, p. 3. 

15 
KeLlogg Hunt, "Granunatical Structures Written at Three Grade 

Levels,'' National Council of Teachers of English Research Report No. 3 
(Champnign, Ill., National Council of Teachers of English, 1965), p. 21. 

16 See Appendix A. 
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extraneous matter was excluded. Thus the student who knew a lot about 

a subject, or who had a vivid imagination, was not specially advantaged. 

This later technique also controlled for differences between highly ver-

hal students and those less verbal. Consequently it was possible to com-

17 
pare students more aecurately on ability to utilize syntactic resources. 

Most of the ('urrent work being done in syntactic measures uses a 

T unlt In one form or another, or uses it as a base to work from. Both 

the free writing pass;tge and the Aluminium passage have been used by 

researchers. • J 8 19 20 21 22 23 
~olub , Veal , Dixon , Conway , Rankin , and Huber 

used free writing samples -- all of unspecified length, recorded as a 

result of a reaction to a given stimulus, a film or a story. Only one 

17 
Hunt, Syntactic Maturity, pp. 11-12. 

18 
Lester S. Golub, "English Syntax of Black, White, Indian and 

Spanish-American Children," Elementary School Journal, (February, 1975), 
p. )23. 

19 
Ramon L. Vca.l, Syntactic Measures and Rated Quality in the 

Writing of Young Children. Educational Research Information Centre, 
ERIC document 090 555, Feb. 1974. 

20 
Edward Dixon, Indexes of Syntactic Maturity. Educational 

Research Information Center, ERIC document 091 748, 1970. 

21 
William David Conway, A Transformational Analysis of the Writ-

ten and Oral Syntax of Fourth, Sixth and Eighth Grade Omaha Indian Chil
dren. Educational Resources Information Centre, ERIC document 079 725, 
1971. 

22 
David L. Rankin, "Urban and Rural Syntax - An Analysis Based on 

American Fiction from 1920-1962," Dissertation Abstracts International, 
34, (1974), 2599-A (Rensselaen Polytechnic Institute). 

21 
Rob.ln ll. Huber, "The Syntax of the Written Language of Urban 

(Tallahassee) Black and White Fourth Graders," Dissertation Abstracts 
lnternntional, 34, (1974), 5945-A (Florida State University). 
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use has been made of the Aluminium passage, by Smith. He was interested 

in the phenomenon of linguistic memory as an indication of linguistic 

competence, and used the Aluminium passage rewritten in modes character-

24 istic of various grades to study this. As yet, no research has com-

pared the writing produced by the Aluminium passage and a free writing 

passage. Hunt himself has indicated that a comparison would be worth 

making, to ascertain whether the Aluminium passage measures what is 

25 demonstrated by a student in his free writing exercise. 

Sensitivity of the T Unit 

To date, the T unit has been used in the main to differentiate 

fairly widely spread groups. Hunt used it on grades 4, 8 and 12 in 1965 

in a free writing situation and grades 4, 6, 8, 10 and 12 in 1970 in a 

controlled writing situation. O'Donnell used it in a free writing situa-

tion with grades 3, 5 and 7 and Conway with grades 4, 6 and 8. Smith 

used it with grades 8 and 9 in a controlled writing situation and wrote: 

In general the 9th grade subjects rewrote the instruments using 
longer T units and clauses than did 8th graders. Since a consider
able overlap in student ability is expected in any two continuous 
grades, these consistent differences indicate that the instrument 
may indeed be sensitive enough for greater use.26 

Veal agrees: 

The same syntactic measure (T unit length) that has recently 
been shown to identify maturity in writing appears also to dis
tinguish at least two or in some cases three levels of quality in 

24 William Smith, Syntactic Receding of a Passage Written at Three 
Levels of Complexity. Educational Research Information Centre, ERIC 
document 081 018, Oct. 1973. 

25 Hunt, Syntactic Maturity, p. 60. 

26smi~h, p. 14. 



27 the elementary grades. 
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The quality Veal refers to is an objective evaluation of the writing of 

young children by the conventional methods of impression, content, style, 

granunar so that the syntactic maturity level correlates with "normal" 

evaluation techniques. 

T Units as a Measure of Cultural Differences 

The T unit has been used in free writing situations to show a 

28 difference between urban and rural syntax. It has also been used to 

determine the level of syntactic development reached by black and white 

fourth graders and to compare the syntactic behaviour of the two racial 

29 groups. The language development patterns of grade 4, 6 and 8 Omaha 

Indian children living in semi-poverty in a rural reservation have been 

compared with white children living in a different cultural, socio-

30 
economic and geographic area,using one T unit measure. All three 

researchers felt the T unit was a sufficiently sensitive measure to dis-

tinguish syntactic differences between cultures or races. 

Problems Encountered by Second Language Users 

Conway found that white students from Murfreesboro, Tennessee~ 

as reported in the O'Donnell study, showed a consistent pattern of 

superior syntactic growth across grades 3, 5 and 7 when compared to 

27 Veal, p. 9.

28 
Rankin, p. 2599-A. 

29 Huber, p. 5945-A. 

30 Conway, pp. 69-7-5. 
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Indian students attending grades 4, 6 and 8 in Macy on an Omaha Indian 

Reserve. Do students for whom English is a second language have diffi-

culties coping with English, or is Conway's finding an isolated incident? 

Conway suggests that a student without a background in an ela-

31 borated code of English is likely to be at a disadvantage. He refers 

to Bernstein's term of a "restricted code". Bernstein is referring in 

the main to British social classes and the language gaps between lower 

and middle class children. A restricted code is one that allows the 

speaker very little choice in the syntax he uses. In an elaborated code 

his language background is greater, so he can use a variety of syntactic 

devices. Bernstein states that, 

Children from different social strata will be exposed to dif
ferent orders of learning and so their resultant modes of self 
regulation and orientation will be different, irrespective of 
their level of innate intelligence. The net effect of this con
straint of a restricted code will be to depress potential lin
guistic ability, raise the relevance of the concrete and descrip
tive level of the response and inhibit generalizing ability at the 
higher ranges.32 

But the gap between children who learn ·another language first and 

whose English is not elaborated, and those who are brought up in an expan-

sive English speaking milieu, is likely to be as great as that between 

social classes. 

Conway's study dealt with grades 4, 6 and 8. Do Indian students 

in the upper grades of the high school and the university still have dif-

ficulty in their English classes? Are these difficulties transferring 

to other classes where English is the medium of instruction? 

31
Ibid., p. 69. 

32
Basil Bernstein, Class 2 Codes and Control (London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, 1971), p. 81. 
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The high attrition rate of Indian students is generally agreed 

upon. Approximately 90% of all Indian students entering grade 1 failed 

33 to reach grade 12 as opposed to only 10% for non-native students. A 

study of the Blackfoot Reserve at Gleichen - Cluny, Alberta showed that 

of 168 junior high school students surveyed, 50% had dropped out of 

school between 1961-65 and of these dropouts, 95% had left school before 

completing grade 9. 34 

There is research to show that Indians have difficulties in the 

English language. Fisher reports a "successful" Blood Indian as saying 

I have to think about some things in my own language and some 
things in English. Well, for instance, if I think about horses or 
about the Sundance or about my brother-in-law, I have to think in 
my own language. If I think about buying a pick-up truck or sel
ling some b~ef or my son's grades in school, then I have to think 
in English. 3 5 

In The Unjust Society Cardinal claims that adults have ~fficul-

ties in using English, " •••• even today the most articulate (in English) 

Indian will readily confess that he still feels more at home in his 

36 
mother tongue." This is true also for Indian children. 

Kim points out that reading, writing and language skills are the 

most important aspects of adequate academic performance at college. 

Studying social origins for school retardation among Indian students in 

33H. E. Hawthorn, ed., A Survey of the Contemporary Indians of 
Canada (Ottawa: Indian Affairs Branch, 1967) Vol. 2, p. 130. 

34A. D. Fisher, "White Rites Versus Indian Rights," Transaction 
7(1) (1969), pp. 29-33. 

35 Fisher, op. cit., p. 32. 

36 
Harold Cardinal, The Unjust Society- The Tragedy of Canada',

Indians (Edmonton: M. G. Hurtig, 1969), p. 4. 
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Saskatchewan, Kim concluded that the language problems of Indian pupils 

are a disruptive factor in their school work and are at the root of much 

37 of the grade retardation of native students of all ages • 

. Bass and Burger suggest conflict between native languages and the 

language of instruction may be the basis for the high failure rate and 

38 dropout rate of Indian students. Bowd, however, puts the blame else-

where. He found that the two best indicators of underachievement were 

the degree of Indian ancestry and the child's preschool language. Indian 

students in the main are from a low socio-economic background. A con-

connnitant of this low economic status is limited verbal stimulation and 

feedback from parents in the formative years. A lack of exposure to 

English and the poor quality of English the children hear at home are 

39 the principal reasons for language problems at school. 

There is no research to date on the influence learning English as 

a second language has on the academic performance of Shena speakers in 

Rhodesia. Lionel Menasche, of the Department of Linguistics, University

of Rhodesia, claims 

In general, however, the staff of the University of Rhodesia 
regard a lack of skill in English language as an important factor, 
but not necessarily a major one, in the failure of secsnd language 
speakers of English in their university examinations.4 

37 Y. C. Kim, Social Origins of School Retardation Among Indian 
Pupils, Summary Report, Research, Planning Branch, Department of Welfare, 
Saskatchewan Government, 1968, p. 1. 

38 W. P. Bass and H. C. Burger, American Indians and Educational 
Laboratories (Albuquerque, New Mexico: Southwest Co-operative Education 
Laboratory, 1967), cited by Brooks, op. cit. 

39A. D. Bowd, "Some Determinants of School Achievement in Several 
Indian Groups," Alberta Journal of Educational Research 19 (1972), pp. 69-
76. 

40 
Menasche, loc. cit. 
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An English language unit has been set up at the University of Rhodesia to 

research the language difficulties of Shona speaking students. 

The investogator taught in a school for black Rhodesians and has 

included the Rhodesian sample to test an intuitive feeling that white 

Rhodesian students, who speak English at home, use different syntactic 

structures in English from black Rhodesians, who speak Shona at home and 

learn English first at school. 

Vocabulary and Language Performance 

There is a strong relationship between vocabulary and language 

performance. The larger the vocabulary a student has, the greater his 

facility in choosing the right word to complete a thought. A student 

with an extensive vocabulary should be at an advantage in using the lan-

guage with precision and ease. 

In researching a cross-cultural or racial group, an I.Q. test 

41 
would have doubtful value because no I.Q. test is culture fair. No 

test can adequately separate between the G (general intelligence) of 

Rhodesian blacks and Blackfoot Indians and at the same time distinguish 

them from their white compatriots. 

A possible valid test of language development would be a voc~u-

lary test. Sattler claims that vocabulary is a good measure of language 

development and concept formation. "Vocabulary is the best single 

42 indicator of verbal performance." Wechsler would agree, but also takes 

41 Jerome M. Sattler, Assessment of Children's Intelligence 
(Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders Co., 1974), p. 32. 

42 
Ibid., p. 179. 



the matter further, 

Vocabulary tests do measure potential for learning. The tests 
can merely indicate what abilities have been achieved and made. 
available for use.43 

It might be argued that vocabulary is culture based, that all children 

acquire vocabulary which generally falls within the vocabulary pool of 

their speech community. But Wechsler makes his point strongly, 

Vocabulary is not only an index of his schooling, but an 
excellent measure of his general intelligence. Its excellence 
as a test of intelligence may stem from the fact that the num
ber of words a man knows is at once a measure of his learning 
ability, his funds of verbal information and the general range 
of his ideas. One serious objection that could be raised 
against it was that a man's vocabulary is necessarily influ
enced by his education and cultural opportunities. In defer
ence to this objection the vocabulary test was employed in the 
early stages of the Wechsler Bellevue I standardisation only as 
an alternative test, but its general merit soon became so appar
ent that in a 1941 edition of Measurement of Adult !&telligence 
its use as a regular test was strongly recommended. 
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For Wechsler to arrive at fairly high correlations between voca-

bulary scores and general intelligence scores is not surprising. The 

Wechsler test has a strong verbal component. 

Bernstein compared scores on the Mill Hill Vocabulary Test and 

the Raven's Progressive Matrices Tests which he administered to a group 

of lower class boys in London. The Mill Hill is a vocabulary test simi-

lar to those used by Wechsler. The Raven's Matrices is a non-verbal 

test -- put simply, a completion test involving geometric designs. 

Bernstein reports a discrepancy of sixteen or more points between the,

43 
David Wechsler, Measurement and Appraisal of Adult Intelligence 

(Baltimore: Williams and Wilkins, 1958), p. 84. 

44Ibid., p. 84. 



vocabulary based I.Q. score and the non-verbal I.Q. score: 

Clustering of the vocabulary scores about the mean independent 
of matrices scores indicates the discrepancies between the ability 
to solve certain non-linguistic relational problems involving 
logical addition and subtraction, and linguistic problems of a 
conceptual or categorising order.45 

19 

Looking at these two viewpoints, it would appear that vocabulary 

correlates with a verbally based intelligence score, but not with a non-

verbal test. All we can strongly reaffirm is Sattler's statement 

"Vocabulary is the best single indicator of verbal performance." 

Sunnnary 

Evidence was presented which indicated that second language users 

of English have difficulty with the language. 

Researchers have validated Hunt's T units as a sensitive measure 

of syntax that could be used to indicate where syntactic differences lie 

between first and second language users. 

In studies where several cultural groups comprise the population, 

I.Q. tests have not proved to be culture fair, even though they attempt 

to measure verbal performance. 

Researchers have claimed that voc~bulary is a good measure of 

language development and concept development. Vocabulary tests have been 

developed to indicate verbal performance. 

45 Bernstein, p. 31. 



Chapter 3 

PROCEDURES 

ln order to measure syntactic maturity, writing samples are 

required. This study made use of two methods of obtaining writing: stu-

dt~nt response to a controlled passage of writing and student writings 

from a free writing situation. 

The controlled passage used was that devised by Hunt in Syntac-

tic Maturity in School Children and Adults. It consists of a series of 

short kernel sentences with one main clause in each, which the student 

was directed to rewrite in "a better way." The subject of the passage 

is Aluminium, so throughout this study it will be referred to as the 

Al.uminium passage. 

The sample of writing, of a less controlled nature, to be ana-

ly?.ed for syntactic maturity was obtained by asking the students to write 

an ess;ty given the stimulus sentence "I' 11 never forget the time when ••• " 

This w111 be referred to as the free writing passage. 

Students were given forty minutes to complete each of these exer-

cises. 

Ohjectlves and Hypotheses 

The objectives of the study were as follows: 

l. to determine the nature of the differences in the use of 

English hy groups of students for whom English is a first language and 

Lhuse for whom English is a seeond language. The specific groups were: 

;1) Wh lte Canadial1" students with English as a first language 
20 



21 

as compared to Canadian Indian s·tudents whose first language 

is Blackfoot. 

b) White Rhodesian students whose first language is English 

as compared to black Rhodesian students whose first lan-

guage is Shena. 

It was hypothesized that subjects for whom English is a second language 

would score lower on the two measures of syntactic maturity being used 

than subjects for whom English is a first language. 

2. to determine for euch of the four groups if there is a cor-

rt•l.ation between scores on the two syntactic maturity measures based on 

the different approaches -- the controlled exercise of the Aluminium pas-

sage and the free writing sample. It was hypothesized that there would 

be a positive correlation between these two. 

3. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a ., 

relation between scores on a vocabulary test and scores on the two syn-

tactic measures. It was hypothesized that there would be a positive cor-

relation. 

4. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a cor-

relation between the number of words a student used in the Aluminium pas-

sage and the number of words he wrote in·the free writing passage. It 

was hypothesized there would be a negative correlation, as the more syn-

tactically mature student would be likely to condense the Aluminium pas-

sage and write it in a small number of words, but in an undirected situa

tion to feel free to write at length. Conversely, a student who was 

unable to condense the Aluminium passage would be likely to be unable to 

open out and use the language freely in the free writing situation •. 
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5. to determine for each of the four groups if there is a corre

lation between the number of words in the Aluminium passage and the ratios 

of syntactic maturity, and between the number of words in the free wri

ting passage and the ratios of syntactic maturity. It was hypothesized 

that there would be ·a positive correlation in the free writing passage as 

the more syntactically mature student would feel free to write as much as 

he wanted, and a negative correlation in the Aluminium passage, as the 

more syntactically mature student would write fewer words. 

The study assumed that the three tests being used 

Aluminium passage and free writing -- were culture fair. 

vocabulary, 

The study did not attempt to draw cross-cultural comparisons 

between Canadian and Rhodesian use of English syntax because of the dif-

ficulty of controlling such variables in the two countries' educational 

systems as length of schooling, loosely versus highly structured curri

cula and mass versus restricted schooling. An additional difficulty was 

to find a standardized intelligence test, valid for use in more than one 

cultural group. For this reason a vocabulary test was included as a 

ranking device. Recognizing that none of the four groups is representa

tive, no conclusions were drawn for all Canadians and all Rhodesians. 

Conclusions were drawn from the sample population only. 

Population 

Canada. The population comprised all the grades 11 and 12 stu

dents in an integrated school system in southern Alberta, where Canadian 

Indian students whose first language is Blackfoot and Canadians whose 

first language is English are taught together, in the classroom, with the 

same curricula and write the same exams on completion of their courses. 
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All instruction has been in English. The Canadian Indian students were 

from the Blood and Peigan tribes. They speak Blackfoot on the Reserves 

from which they are bussed daily to school. Bawd and the principal of 

this school both assert that Blackfoot language is the first language of 

nearly all the children, many of them coming into initial contact with 

46 English at school. For ease in reporting findings, the Canadian 

Indians were referred to as the Blackfoot and the Canadians whose first 

language is English were referred to as the Canadians. The population 

comprised 17 Blackfoot and 42 Canadians. 

Rhodesia. The black Rhodesian population was taken from a school 

in Mashonaland, so all speak Shona as their first language. They have 

been taught in English throughout their schooling, but speak Shona from 

choice out of the classroom. For ease in reporting findings, they will 

be referred to as the Shona. The white Rhodesians were taken from a 

school in Salisbury. They all speak English as a first language at home, 

and for ease in reporting findings, they will be referred to as the 

Rhodesians. Although the school systems are completely separate, the stu-

dents have the same curricula and write the same British based exams on 

completion of their course of study. Students were taken from the same 

stage in the sixth form course (equivalent to grade 11 and 12) and with a 

similar number of students whose major stress at school is in art subjects, 

and those whose major interest is in science subjects. The population 

comprised 31 Shena and 37 Rhodesian. 

Grade 11 and 12 and the sixth form were chosen because any syn-

tactic differences between first and second language users at this stage 

46 
Bawd, p. 73. 
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could be very deep-seated. Both Blackfoot and Shona speakers have been 

exposed to at least ten years of classes conducted through the medium of 

English, and this should mean they are fluent and at ease in English, 

both oral and written, even if they don't speak it from choice. 

The other reason these grades were chosen is because of concern 

over the performance of both Blackfoot and Shona students at university. 

If this is due to a diminished level of language performance upon enter-

ing university, then the schools should know of this. Curriculum and 

methodology should be developed to ensure that second language users of 

English can compete academically with first language users on an equal 

footing. This particular study was an attempt to find the strengths and 

weaknesses of second language users, in the area of written language per-

formance, and if necessary suggest areas for curriculum developers to 

consider. 

Data Collection Techniques 

Each subject was required to complete the following tests: 

1. The Vocabulary Test 2a from the Co-operative English Tests, 

Co-operate Test Division, Educational Testing Service, Princeton, New 

47 Jersey. This is a well known and standardized North American test, but 

it had not been used in any of the schools that co-operated in the study. 

2. The Aluminium passage, to be completed in forty minutes. 

3. The free writing sample -- 'I'll never forget the time when 

-- to be completed in forty minutes. The rationale for this sti-

mulus was that it is open-ended; all cultural groups should react equally 

as it is culture fair; and all should be able to make an individual emo-

47 See Appendix B. 
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tional response. 

These three tests were administered by the regular English tea-

cher in a normal classroom period, because as Campbell and Stanley point 

out, 

Experimentation within the schools must be conducted by the 
regular staff of the schools concerned whenever possible, espe
cially when findings are to be generalized to other classroom 
situations.48 

By having the tests administered as though part of a normal classroom 

assignment, the Hawthorne effect should have been minimized and the stu-

dents should have written as they normally write in their English class. 

Data Analysis 

A pilot study was set up to give the researcher practice in the 

use of the procedures and to test the sensitivity of the measures. 

Results of this study can be found in Appendix C. 

The vocabulary test was marked and the score out of sixty recorded. 

The Aluminium passage and the free writing passage of each. subject of the 

population were analyzed according to Hunt's own method and using his cri-

teria. 

Garbles. For the purpose of word count, the following procedures 

were adopted to deal with garbles. Where it was felt that a word was 

merely a wrong inflection, the correctly inflected form appears in paren-

theses. Where it was felt a word had been accidentally omitted, the 

omitted word also appears in parentheses. Where it was felt a word had 

been accidentally repeated, the second appearance of it was ignored for 

48 Don T. Campbell and Julian C. Stanley, Experimental and quasi 
Experimental Designs for Research (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1963), p. 21. 



the purpose of the word count. For example, student no. 211 wrote 

I knew they (there) ~ h~ were fish because (my) friend 
caught one at this place. 14 words 

Word count. Any two words joined by the student with a hyphen, 

for example "clay-like", were counted as one word. If the student did 

not use a hyphen, in the same example, then "clay like" was counted as 

two words. 

26 

Sentence length. Hunt's definition of a sentence is "Whatever a 

student wrote between a capital letter and a period or other end punctual

tion."49 This was followed whenever possible when analyzing both Alumi-

nium and free writing passages. When a student used only a period or 

other end punctuation and did not follow this by a capital, then the 

period or other end punctuation was considered to end a sentence, and 

the next group of words terminated by a period was also considered a sen-

tence. When a student used capital letters and no end punctuation, a new 

sentence was deemed to start with a capital, regardless of punctuation. 

When a student used neither end punctuation nor capital letters, then 

without regard for the feelings of the investigator, the piece of writing 

did not constitute a sentence. 

Ratios. The number of words, clauses, T units and sentences for 

each piece of writing was counted. A sample of the procedure can be found 

in Appendix D. These data were used in figuring the ratios -- words per 

clause (clause length), clauses perT unit (subordinate clause index), 

words per T unit (T unit length), T units per sentence (main clause 

co-ordination index), and words per sentence (sentence length). 

49 Hunt, Syntactic Maturity, p. 8. 
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Computations 

Two statistical tests were used. 

1. An analysis of variance was computed for each ratio of the 

Aluminium and free writing passage for: 

a) Canadian and Blackfoot 

b) Rhodesian and Shona 

This analysis was made to test the hypothesis that the speakers of English 

as a second language would score lower than those for whom it is a first 

language. 

2. Pearson's correlation co-efficients were computed for each 

group and for the entire study between: 

a) Scores on the Aluminium passage and scores on the free 

writing passage for all five ratios, to test the hypothesis 

that there would be positive correlation between these two 

sets of scores. 

b) Scores on the vocabulary test and scores on the Aluminium 

and free writing passage for all five ratios, to test the 

hypothesis that there would be a positive correlation between 

vocabulary scores and the measures of syntactic maturity. 

c) Length of Aluminium passage and length of free writing pas

sage, to test the hypothesis that there would be a negative 

correlation 

d) Length of the Aluminium passage and scores on the Aluminium 

passage for all five ratios~ to test the hypothesis that 

there would be a negative correlation. 

e) Length of the free writing passage and scores on all five 

ratios for the free writing passage to test the hypothesis 
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there would be a positve correlation. 

This study was exploratory in nature, attempting to find if there 

were differences between first and second language users at the same grade 

level. Previous research by Huber and Conway s·howed that differences 

in the vc:1rious elements of syntactic maturity of students of different. 

50 language backgrounds, but within the same grade, are likely to be small. 

The differences this study finds, if any exist, are likely to be equally 

small and this, coupled with the smallness of the population, led to a 

decision to set the level of significance at .10. 

'iO 
Huber, p. 5945 and Conway, pp. 69-75. 



Chapter 4 

FINDINGS 

The findings will be discussed in sections; each hypothesis will 

be discussed separately. 

Hypothesis 1 

The analysis of variance to test the hypothesis that second lan

guage users of English would score lower on the two syntactic maturity 

measures than speakers for whom English is a first language produced 

inconclusive results that were very different for the Canadian and Black

foot from the Rhodesian and Shona. 

For the Canadian and Blackfoot set, only three of the F test 

results were probable at the .10 level. Of these statistically signifl-

cant ratios, only one words per clause in the Aluminium passage --

showed the Canadians to score higher (Table 1). The other two statis

tically significant ratios -- T units per sentence in the Aluminium pas

sage (Table 4) and words per T unit in the free writing passage (Table 8) 

-- both show that Blackfoot scored higher than the Canadians. Consi

dering, then, these three significant ratios, it would appear that 

Blackfoot score higher than Canadians, and that second language users 

score higher in tests of syntactic maturity than first language users. 

For the Rhodesian and Shona set, five of the F test results 

were probable at the .10 level-- for the Aluminium passage, clauses 

perT unit (Table 2), T units per sentence (Table 4), words per sentence 

29 
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(Table 5); and for the free writing passage, T units per sentence (Table 

9) and words per sentence (Table 10). In all five, Rhodesians scored 

significantly higher than Shona, giving support to the hypothesis that 

second language speakers would score lower than first language speakers 

in the various tests of syntactic maturity. 

It is important to look more closely at this discrepancy between 

the two sets of scores. Although all of the test scores are not statis-

tically significant, it is worth noting that Canadians scored higher in 

four out of five categories in the Aluminium passage, and Blackfoot scored 

higher in four out of five categories in the free writing passage. If 

further research substantiated this trend, this would indicate that while 

the Canadians show greater syntactic maturity in a controlled use of the 

language, the Blackfoot show their syntactic maturity better in a free 

writing situation where they are less contrained either by the subject 

matter or the requirement of the Aluminium passage to "rewrite it in a 
I 

better way." Given freedom to use the language as they wish, they tend 

to use more complex and lengthy syntactic structures than their compa-

triots, who handled the more precise and directed writing of the Alumi-

nium passage better. 

Hunt's research showed that the five ratios differ in their impor-

tance as a measure of syntactic maturity. He considered T unit length to 

be the best index, clause length the next best, ratio of clauses to T 

units the next best and that punctuated sentence length is the least ade-

quate. Working with grades 4 to 12 he found that the ratio of T units 

per sentence tends to decline from grade to grade, whereas the other index 

51 
scores increase. 

51 Hunt, Grammatical Structures, p. 50. 
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Accepting this information, it would be possible to decide which 

of the ratios are the most telling. Hunt said the words per T unit was 

the best index of syntactic maturity. In a free writing situation, the 

Blackfoot have a significantly higher mean number of words per T unit. 

They use longer T units than the Canadians, and are in this instance more 

syntactically mature. The other telling F ratio that has statistical sig-

nificance is that of words per clause in the Aluminium passage. Here the 

Canadians affirm that in a controlled passage they use longer clauses 

than the Blackfoot and are therefore more syntactically mature. Hunt has 

shown that the ratio of T units per sentence is not really a valid mea-

sure of syntax but that, if anything, the mature writer will decrease the 

ratio of T units per sentence. The fact that the Blackfoot have a signi-

ficantly higher score for T units per sentence in the Aluminium passage, 

the only ratio in the Aluminium passage where they do score higher than 

the Canadians, is a further indication that Canadians in a controlled 

situation produce more syntactically mature writing. 

In the Rhodesian and Shona set, although they are not all statis-

tically significant, Rhodesians scored higher than Shona in nine out of 

ten cases. This does not show that Rhodesians are more mature than 

Shona in all aspects, because Rhodesians score higher on T units per sen-

tence in both passages which, according to Hunt, is a sign of immaturity. 

However, the ratios as a whole indicate that for this set the first lan-

guage speaker of English has a wider span of syntactic structures at his 

command than the Shona speaker both in a situation where the writing is 

controlled and where it is minimally contained. 

Why should the Shona score higher on the words per clause in the 



32 

Aluminium passage than the Rhodesians? This F ratio is very close to being 

significant at .101. It is interesting that, although it is not signifi-

cant either, the F ratio for words per clause in the free writing passage 

is .103, but in favour of the Rhodesians. 

Table 1 

Summary of Analysis of Variance of Words Per Clause in the 
Aluminium Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 6.882 1.279 42 1 4.574 

BLACKFOOT 6.132 1.055 17 57 

RHODESIAN 7.395 1.183 36 1 2.707 

SHONA 7.995 1.779 31 65 

Table 2 

Summary of Analysis of Variance of Clauses Per T Unit in the 
Aluminium Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 1.458 0.242 42 1 0.038 

BLACKFOOT 1.444 0.313 17 57 

RHODESIAN 1.642 0.388 36 1 8.285 

SHONA 1.407 0.257 31 65 

p 

.035 

.101 

p 

.664 

.006 



Table 3 

Summary of Analysis of Variance of Words Per T Unit in the 
Aluminium Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 10.044 2.326 42 1 2.495 

1\LACKF'OOT 8.942 2.664 17 57 

RHODESIAN 12.212 3.667 36 1 0.459 

SHONA 11.516 4.770 31 65 

Table 4 

Summary of Analysis of Variance of T Units Per Sentence 
in the Aluminium Pnssage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN l. 276 0.178 42 1 8.858 

BLACKFOOT 1.464 0.302 17 57 

RHODESIAN 1.368 0.289 36 1 2.882 

SIIONA 1.27] 0.145 31 57 
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p 

.116 

.507 

p 

.005 

.091 



Table 5 

Summary of Analysis of Variance of Words Per Sentence in the 
Aluminium Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 12.644 2.469 42 1 .001 

WJ.ACKFOO'J' 12.619 2.787 17 57 

RHODESIAN 16.178 3.646 36 1 3.885 

SHONA 14.268 4.287 31 65 

Table 6 

Summary of Analysis of Variance of Words Per Clause in the 
Free Writing Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 
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p 

.439 

.050 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F p 

CANADIAN 7.323 1.245 42 1 0.151 .668 

BLACKFOOT 7.479 1.711 17 57 

RIIODESIAN H.172 1.486 36 1 2.677 .103 

SIIONA 7.558 1.586 31 65 



Table 7 

Summary of Analysis of Variance for Clauses Per T Unit for 
Free Writing Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 1.541 0.435 42 1 2.178 

Bl.ACKFOOT 1.742 0.562 17 57 

RHODESIAN 1.607 0.301 36 1 0.233 

SHONA 1.577 0.203 31 65 

Table 8 

Summary of Analysis of Variance for Words Per T Unit for 
Free Writing Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 11.217 3.141 42 1 2.799 

BLACKFOOT 12.938 4.514 17 57 

RIIODESIAN 13.220 3.588 36 1 2.029 

SHONA 12.012 3.304 31 65 

p 

.142 

.631 

p 

.096 

.156 
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Table 9 

Summary of Analysis of Variance for T Units Per Sentence for 
Free Writing Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 1.553 0.466 42 1 0.793 

BLACKFOOT 1.439 0.383 17 57 

RHODESIAN 1.596 0.233 36 1 15.060 

SHONA 1.390 0.194 31 65 

Table 10 

Summary of Analysis of Variance for Words Per Sentence for 
Free Writing Passage for Canadian and Blackfoot 

and for Rhodesian and Shona 

Mean St. Dev. N df F 

CANADIAN 16.772 4.190 42 1 0.650 

BLACKFOOT 17.745 4.214 17 57 

RHODESIAN 20.903 s. 311 36 1 

SHONA 16.681. 4.861 31 65 11.380 
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p 

.381 

p 

.·429 

.002 
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Perhaps some insight can be gained by looking at means, standard 

deviations and ranges for the words per clause scores for this set. The 

Shona group have the larger mean and standard deviation and a range of 

8.17 compared to the 4.93 of the Rhodesian group, as seen in Table 11. 

RHODESIAN 

SHONA 

Table 11 

Descriptive Statistics for Words Per Clause in the 
Aluminium Passage for Rhodesian and Shona 

Means Standard Deviation 

7.39 1.18 

7.99 1.78 

Range 

5.23 - 10.16 

5.83 - 14.00 

This ability to use lengthy clauses indicates that they are not as homo-

geneous a group as the Rhodesians. The fact that they score higher than 

the Rhodesians on the words per clause category of the Aluminium passage 

and not in the free writing would suggest that the instruction to remove 

the short choppy sentences leads to their writing wordier clauses. In 

the free writing passage, without any suggestion as to how to write the 

story, they feel less of an obligation to fit as many words as possible 

into a clause. Their writing thus becomes relaxed and less ponderous. 

In summary, it should be stated that although five ratios are sta-

tistically significant and support the hypothesis that the Rhodesians 

would score higher on the various tests of syntactic maturity than the 

Shona, this still requires some qualification. Rhodesians scores signi-

ficantly higher on clauses per T unit in the Aluminium passage, and T 

units per sentence and words per sentence for both passages. None of these 
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three ratios is a particularly powerful measure of syntactic maturity, 

according to Hunt. Although the words per clause ratios are comparatively 

close to being significant, there is no significance in the F ratios for 

the most powerful test -- words per T unit. 

It cannot be said that both groups of second language users score 

lower on the various tests of syntactic maturity than the first language 

users. There is some evidence to suggest that the Shona score lower than 

the Rhodesians; but Blackfoot, particularly when they are free to write as 

they wish, score higher than Canadians. A summary of the findings of the 

analysis of variance can be found in Table 12. 

Table 12 

Summary of Levels of Significance in Analysis of Variance 
on all Five Ratios for Canadian and Blackfoot, 

Rhodesian and Shona 

Aluminium Passage 

Words Per Clause 
Clauses Per T Unit 
Words Per T Unit 
T Units Per Sentence 
Words Per Sentence 

Free Writing Passage 

Words Per Clause 
Clauses Per T Unit 
Words Per T Unit 
T Units Per Sentence 
Words Per Sentence 

Canadian Compared 
to Blackfoot 

Rhodesian Compare4 
to Shona 

.006
3 

3 
.0913 
.050 

3 
.0013 
.002 

1 Canadians score significantly higher than Blackfoot 
2
Blackfoot score significantly higher than Canadian 

3 Rhodesians score significantly higher than Shona 

Where no figure is recorded, the difference between the groups was not 
significant. 



39 

There is a further area where comparisons within sets can be 

made. As the time for each test was kept constant within the four groups, 

how much they wrote in the forty minutes might reveal something of inter-

est. Table 13 shows a breakdown of length of Aluminium and free writing 

passage with means and ranges for each group. 

Table 13 

Means and Ranges for Scores on Number of Words 
in the Aluminium Passage and Number of Words 

in the Free Writing Passage 

ALUMINIUM FREE WRITING 

t1ean Range Mean Range 

Canadian 110.4 80 - 147 164.0 73 - 397 

Blackfoot 116.8 98 - 146 139.7 54 - 263 

Rhodesian 102.8 76 - 122 511.7 344 - 884 

Shona 102.2 81 - 126 486.2 260 - 872 

This table shows clearly the difference between the writings of 

students in Canada and Rhodesia in length, due possibly to different 

expectations, standards and cultures. This however is not the concern 

of this study. What is of interest here is that the Blackfoot have a 

higher mean than the Canadians in the controlled passage, but a lower 

mean in the free writing. This would seem to indicate that the Blackfoot 

nre more able in the free writing situation but less able to handle lan-

guage wh('ll precision is required, when compactness is sought, than the 
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first language speakers. To be able to manipulate language as subtly as 

is needed to complete the passage well necessitates practice in an ela--

borated code and in streamlining thought. There is little difference 

between the means of the Rhodesians and Shona in the controlled passage. 

It ~ould appear, here at least, the second language user handles the Ian-

guage as precisely and compactly as the first. 

In the free writing passage, second language users wrote an 

average of 30 words less than their compatriots. This may suggest that 

the Canadians and Rhodesians feel less constrained in the use of English 

than the Blackfoot and Shona, in a situation where they are allowed to 

write without the restrictions of either content or form. 

Hypothesis.2 

The test results of the hypothesis that there would be a positive 

correlation between scores on the Aluminium passage and on the free writ-

ing passage can be found in Table 14. 

Table 14 

Correlation Coefficients Between Scores on the 
Aluminium Passage and Scores on the 

Free Writing Passage 

W/C C/T W/T T/S 

Canadinn .03 • 37* .38* .16 

Blackfoot .06 -.18 .13 .35* 

Rhodesian . 12 .26* .31* .26* 

Shona .19 . 38* .33* .06 

Total .13* • J 9* • 30* .18* 

* Correlation Coefficient is Signifi.cant at • 10 Level • 

W/S 

.34* 

.26 

.19 

.39* 

• 38* 
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There is a positive correlation, significant at the .10 level for 

all five ratios, for the total group, though all correlations are slight. 

The strongest correlations are words perT unit (.13 to .38), the most 

powerful measure according to Hunt, and words per sentence (.19 to .39). 

This element of the study was introduced because Hunt suggested 

that a comparison should be made to see whether the Aluminium passage mea

sures what is demonstrated by a student in his own free writing. Hunt did 

not suggest the use of correlations between scores, but rather correla

tions between ranking on scores for the Aluminium passage and a ranking on 

scores for the free writing passageo 

Table 15 shows the correlation between ranking on the Aluminium 

and free writing passage for each group. Only one ratio has been compu

ted, words per T unit, as the most telling of the ratios. The correla

tions here are higher (.22 to .54) on ranking order than they are on 

actual scores in this particular ratio. The difference between correla

tion coefficients for actual scores and coefficients for ranking on scores 

results from the fact that a student who ranks highly on one passage is 

likely to rank highly on the other, but his actual scores may alter 

greatly. For ex?mple, student no. 423 ranked first on the Aluminium pas

sage with a words per T unit score of 31.50. He ranked second on the free 

writing passage with a words per T unit score of 16.40. While his ranks 

correlate highly, his actual scores do not. 

The correlation of actual scores is a more telling indication of 

whether the Aluminium passage measures what is demonstrated by a student 

in his free writing. It indicates clearly whether the actual number of 



42 

words per T unit and the other ratios remain constant in a controlled and 

a free writing situation. The low correlation shown in Table 14 would 

indicate that students do not in fact write the same way in different 

situations. The fairly high correlation of ranking in words per T unit 

shown in Table 15 indicates that students who rank highly on their ability 

t<, use longer T units in a controlled situation will do so in free writ-

ing as W(•ll; th{tt rank.tng of syntactic measures remains fairly constant 

regardless of mode of writing. 

Table 15 

Correlation Coefficients Between Rank on Words Per T Unit 
for the Aluminium Passage and Rank on Words 

Per T Unit on the Free Writing Passage 

CANADIAN .54* 

BLACKFOOT .44* 

RHODESIAN .22 

SHONA .51* 

* Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level. 

Hypothesis 3 

The results of the Pearson's Correlation to test the hypothesis 

that vo<"abulnry scores would correlate with the syntactic maturity mea-

surcs appears in Table 16. The support for the hypothesis is slight. 

While six out of ten ratios for the total group have a positive correla-

tion, the correlations rarely exceed .20. Four of these positive corre-

1ati.ons are in the A.luminium passage, where the vocabulary is given so it 

would appear that there is a higher correlation in controlled conditions. 
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In the free writing passage the vocabulary choice is unrestricted and con-

sequently there is little correlation. 

Table 16 

Correlation Coefficients Between Scores on the · 
Vocabulary Test and Scores on the Aluminium 

and Free Writing Passage 

ALUMINIUM FREE WRITING 

W/C C/T ltJ/T T/S W/S W/C C/T W/T T/S 

CANADIAN .25* -.13 .07 .09 .13 .29* .07 .11 -.07 

BLACKFOOT .12 -.02 .04 -.20 -.10 -.12 .08 -.04 .25 

RHODESIAN .02 -.24* -.19 .16 -.07 -.08 -.20 -.20 .01 

SHONA -.01 .21 .08 .05 .16 .04 -.04 .01 .04 

TOTAL .17* .16* .19* .03* .29* .20* -.07 .08 .09 

* Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level 

Only two of the groups show significant correlations between 

W/S 

.06 

-.23 

-.19 

.04 

.20* 

vocabulary scores and the five ratios. Coefficients for Canadians on 

words per clause for both Aluminium and free writing passages are positive. 

Why the coefficient should be significant for words per clause in both the 

Aluminium and the free writing passage and vocabulary and none of the other 

ratios is unclear. The Rhodesians show a negative correlation in clause 
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per T unit in the Aluminium passage. It may be noted that the Rhodesians 

were the group most likely to extend the vocabulary of the Aluminium pas

sage --using "filtrate", "electrolysis", "residue" to be more precise 

and concise. 

All in all, vocabulary, as measured by a multiple choice test, 

does not appear to be strongly related to syntactic maturity as measured 

by Hunt's T uni.ts. Perhaps there is little relation either between 

intelligence (considering Weschler's equation of intelligence and vocabu

lary) and Hunt's T units, or between verbal performance (considering 

Sattler's view that verbal performance and vocabulary are closely linked) 

and Hunt's T units. The study proves neither of these suppositions. 

However, it does indicate that there is a slight connection between voca

bulary and the ability to use syntax. 

Hypothesis 4 

Results of the tests to determine if there is a negative correla

tion between length of the Aluminium passage and length of the free writ

ing passage can be found in Table 17. This shows a slight significant 

negative correlation for the total group. This would indicate a trend 

for those who use a proportionately large number of words in the Alumi

nium passage to use a proportionately smaller number of words in the free 

writing passage, and for those who are more concise in the controlled 

situation to be more expansive in the freer situation. The two tests are 

measuring different aspects of syntax the ability to use concise, pre

cise language in one situation and to he expansive in another, or to have, 

in effect, a syntactic "register", or an "elaborated code" to use 

Bernstein's terminology. 



Table 17 

Correlation Coefficients Between the Length of the 
Aluminium and Free Writing Passages 

CANADIAN .40* 

BLACKFOOT .17 

RHODESIAN .01 

SHONA .15 

TOTAL -.23* 

* Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level. 
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While the Aluminium passage does not mention rewriting it in as 

few words as possible, the removal of redundancies and circumlocutions 

by its very nature is a reduction of the length of the passage. And 

the greatt•r the reduction, in many cuses, the better the writing. The 

numher of wordH used ranged from 76 to 147 (See Table 13). The student 

who wrou· the shortest version (student no. 309) included all the neces-

sary facts, omitting only those which Hunt himself considered repetitious. 

Hunt took this to be a sign of maturity on the part of the student who 

52 
om.i t ted them. 

Student no. 138 who wrote 147 words, an increase of 13 on the ori-

gina l, ·Included only two words not in the passage (high voltage) and all 

the facts, whether their inclusion was repetitious or not. The repeti-

tions and co-ordinations make the passage unsatisfactory, stilted reading. 

52 · llunt, Syntaetic Maturity, pp. 35-53. 
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There 'is definitely a place for compactness in a syntactic repe-

toire. Are dependent clauses per se a measure of maturity? A. F. Watts 

explains: 

It does not follow that a particular effort which shows a 
high percentage of dependent clauses is a better piece of writ
ing than one with a low percentage, or even that it is a result 
of subtler thinking. In the first place it is possible to show 
a high percentage of dependent clauses by using a single standard 
sentence pattern over and over again; for example, the nursery 
rhyme 'Oid Mother Hubbard' contains a number of sentences, all of 
one pattern but in spite of its lack of variety, it would5~ave to 
be classified among the relatively high percentage group. 

Dependent clauses and involved types of complex sentences can be replaced 

by s'lmpl~ sentences containing prepositional phrases and infinitive expres-

slons. For example, student No. 138 wrote "Aluminium is an abundant metal 

that has many uses, and it comes from bauxite. Bauxite is an ore that 

looks like clay and it contains aluminium'' (26 words); student No. 309 

wrote "Aluminium is a very useful, abundant metal obtained from the clay-

like ore, bauxite" (13 words). This particular example shows t~t in the 

controlled exercise of language required in the Aluminium passage, com-

pactness is more telling than verbosity. 

rt is not so easy to comment on length in the free writing pas-

sage. The student who wrote the longest essay (student No. 312) -- 884 

words -- had one of the lowest words per T unit ratio in the group. Simi-

larly the student who wrote the shortest essay (student No. 210) -- 54 

words -- also hnd one of the lowest words per T unit ratio in his group. 

Their words per clausP scores were identical. A closer look at the 

ratios in relation to length will be made in discussion 

r:J 
:>A. F. Watts, The Language and Mental Development of Children 

(London: George G. Harrap, 1944), p. 123. 
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of hypothesis 5. What is important here is that in the total study a 

person who writes a long Aluminium passage tends to write a short free 

writing passage; a person who writes a short Aluminium passage writes a 

long free writing passage. 

Not so, though, in the case of the Canadians. Their trend is 

towards consistency in length in both writing situations. This may be 

due to an inability to handle syntactic register. That is, the writers 

who feel free to expand and express themselves vociferously are not able 

to adapt to a syntactic style requiring compression. Alternately it may 

be that those who write compactly in one area cannot or do not feel the 

need to expand in an essay. It might be that these Canadians are less 

flexible in their use of language than the population of the study as a 

whole. Whatever the reason, they show a trend counter to the rest of the 

study. 

Hypothesis 5 

The results of the tests to see whether there is a correlation 

between length of Aluminium passage and the scores of the ratios of that 

passage, and the length of the free writing passage and the ratios of 

that passage, are found in Table 18 and 19. 

For the total study, there is a slight negative correlation, sig

nificant at the .10 level between the length and both words per T unit 

and words per sentence in the Aluminium passage. This would suggest that 

the students who wrote more compactly also showed a higher level of syn

tactic maturity than the more wordy. 

The tests on the free writing passage support the hypothesis, but 

only very slightly, in the words per sentence ratio. This means that in 



CANADIAN 

Table 18 

Correlation Coefficients Between the Length of the 
Aluminium Passage and Scores 

on the Aluminium Passage 

W/C C/T W/T T/S 

.03 -.27* -.14 .23* 

BLACKFOOT -.22 -.12 -.22 0 02 

J{HOI>ES I AN '""'• 15 .OS -.04 -.23* 

SHONA -.18 .13 • 02 .20 

TOTAL -.22* -.09 -.17* .07 

* Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level. 

Table 19 

Correlation Coefficients Between Length of the 
Free Writing Passage and the Scores on 

the Free Writing Passage 

W/C C/'f W/T T/S 

-~---·-

CANADIAN -.05 -.05 -.07 .01 

BLACKFOOT .03 -.17 -.11 -.04 

KIIODESI.AN -.30* -.07 -.23* .11 

SIIONA .01 .05 .03 .OS 

TOTAL . ll -.03 .07 .01 

* Correlation Coefficient Significant at .10 Level. 
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W/S 

-.05 

-.20 

-.22 

.06 

-.18* 

W/S 

-.01 

-.10 

-.18 

.06 

.15* 
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the total study the trend is for those who wrote longer essays to write 

them in longer sentences. The Rhodesians, however, reverse this in that 

the fewer words a student wrote, the more syntactically mature the student. 

This is shown by significant negative correlation between length and words 

per clause and words per T unit. The reason may be very simple; a stu-

dent who writes over 800 words in a forty minute session has less time to 

be concerned with syntax than a classmate who writes only 400 words. The 

student's concern may be with getting all the ideas down rather than with 

how the ideas are ordered~ 

Additional Findings 

Clause length. Hunt suggested that in his "skilled adult" cate-

54 
gory, clause length and T unit length are equally good indices. A test 

was made to see if this was true in this particular study. Results of the 

test of correlation between words per clause and words per T unit can be 

found in Table 20. 

There is a high positive correlation between words per T unit and 

words per clause in both the Aluminium and free writing passages. The 

second language speakers show a higher correlation than the first lan-

guage speakers. The Shona have the highest correlation with a coefficient 

of .89 in both passages. Hunt's contention is borne out by this study to 

some extent. 

Sentence length. Mention was made in Chapter 2 of the feelings 

of several researchers that sentence length was not a good measure of syn-

tactic maturity. This may be true in the lower grades, but given that 

54 
Hunt, Grammatical Structure, p. 71. 
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this study deals with grade 11 and 12 students, and using Hunt's "punc-

tuated sentenc:e" definition, it was considered that there would be a 

positve correlation between sentence length and words pe~ T unit, the 

acknowledged best measure of syntactic maturity. Findings are shown in 

Table 21. 

Table 20 

Correlation Coefficients Between Scores for 
Words Per T Unit and Words Per Clause 

Aluminium Free Writing 

CANADIAN .71* .41* 

BLACKFOOT .76* .60* 

RHODESIAN .58* .72* 

SHONA .89* .89* 

TOTAL .75* .67* 

*Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level. 

There is a high positive correlation between words per T unit and 

w,,rds per sentence in both the Aluminium and free writing passage. Again 

secc>nd language users show a higher correlation than first language users. 

The Shonit are again the strongest with a co-efficient of .96 in the 

Aluminium and .89 in the free writing passage. Canadians have the lowest 

correlation, .34 in the free writing. If we accept Hunt's definition of 

a sentence, then words per sentence and words per T unit in the free writ-

fttg could vary a great deal. In the Aluminium passage the structure and 
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the patterns are provided. Each of the thirty-four sentences has a 

finite verb. This reduces the possibility of a student writing a sen-

tence without a finite verb. With so much given, the chances of dangling 

modifiers and incomplete thoughts are reduced. In the free writing pas-

sage, choice is unlimited and the student must provide the sentence pat-

terns, time relationship, connectives, with no help. Words per T unit 

increase, for the total study, from a mean of 10.87 in the Aluminium pas-

sage to one of 12.21 in the free writing --an increase of 1.34 words. 

Words per sentence, for the total study, increase from a mean of 14.05 

in the Aluminium passage to 18.06 in the free writing an increase of 

4.01 words. For words per sentence to increase three times as much as 

words per T unit would indicate that in the free writing passage students 

wrote longer sentences but their T units were not much longer. Some of 

this difference may be due to garbles, dangling modifiers, incomplete 

thoughts, which give padding to sentence length, but not to T un~t length. 

Table 21 

Correlation Coefficients Between Scores for 
Words Per T Unit and Words Per Sentence 

Aluminium Free Writing 

CANADIAN .76* .34* 

BLACKFOOT .81* .62* 

HIIODESIAN .80* .83* 

SIIONA .96* .89* 

TOTAL .86* .68* 

* Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level. 
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The test comprised 60 items. 

This shows fairly clearly that the vocabulary test discriminated 

well between the first and second language users of English. It may be 

that the test was too easy and failed to discriminate finely enough, 

particularly in the Rhodesian group where the group mean is 50 right in 

a 60 item test. 

To det<'rmine whether there is a correlation between vocabulary 

score nnd the length of the Aluminium and free writing passage, Pearson's· 

correlation coefficients were computed. Results can be found in Table 23. 

Table 23 

Correlation Coefficients Between Scores on the 
Vocabulary Test and Number of Words in the 

Aluminium and Free Writing Passages 

Aluminium Free Writing 

CANADIAN .01 .30* 

BLACKFOOT -.12 .27 

RHODESIAN -.22* .03 

SJlONA .18 .24* 

TOTAL -.17 .44* 

* Correlation Coefficient is Significant at .10 Level. 

This shows little in the way of a pattern. Within the total 

group it would appear that the longer the Aluminium passage the lower the 

sc,>re on the vocabulary test, but the longer the essay, the higher the 

score on the voeabu l.ary test. This reinforces hypotheses 4 and 5, where 
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the trend is shown for a student who writes briefly in the Aluminium pas

sage to score higher on the syntactic maturity measures than the wordier 

student, and in the free writing passage for the wordier student to score 

higher on the syntactic maturity measures than the briefer student. Fur

th<•r reHwtrch is needed before any implications can be drawn from these 

flndings. 

Sununary of Findings 

There was no consistent trend shown in the analysis of the syntac

tic structures used by second language speakers when compared with their 

compatriots who speak English as a first language. The Blackfoot scored 

significantly l•lgher than the Canadians on two measures of syntactic 

maturity ln the free writing passage, showing that they used longer T 

units in :1 free situation. Canadians however score significantly higher 

in one category in the Aluminium passage, showing that in a controlled 

situation where precision was required they produced longer clauses than 

the Blackfoot. In the case of the Rhodesian/Shena set, the Rhodesians 

scored significantly higher in five categories, indicating a trend for 

these first language users to show more syntactic maturity, as measured 

by Hunt's five ratios, than their Shona speaking compatriots. 

The tests to show whether the Aluminium passage and free writing 

paRBage mPasun·d tht· same thing Wc.!re inconclusive. The correlation 

ht·tween Hcor<'H wns R light; the correlation between ranking on scores was 

more substantial. 

Tests mnde to see if there was a correlation between ability in a 

vocabulary test and syntactic maturity as shown on Hunt's five ratios 

showed there was little relationship between these two elements of language. 



The vocabulary test discriminated adequately between first and 

second language users of English. A trend was shown for students who 

scored higher on the vocabulary test to write a concise Aluminium pas

sage, but an extended free writing passage. 
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Length of the Aluminium passage and length of the free writing 

passage correlated negatively, suggesting that a student who writes com

pactly in the Aluminium passage was able to relax and expand his syntac

tic reglster in the free writing passage. Alternately, a student who 

waH unable to be compact in the Aluminium passage was also unable to 

relax and expand his syntactic register in the free writing passage. 

This was backed up by the correlation between length and syntactic 

maturity ratios. 

Two ratios were tested to see if they would measure syntactic 

maturity as efficiently as the words per T unit ratio. It was found that 

at the grade 11 and 12 level words per sentence had a correlation at th~ 

.86 level for the Aluminium passage and .67 for the free writing passage, 

and could possibly be used as a quick measure of syntactic maturity. 

Words per clauAe had a less significant correlation. 



Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Before any implications can be drawn from the study, its limita

tions must be borne in mind. The measurement of differences between cul

tural groups was a difficult task because of the arbitrary nature of what 

in fact the differences were and what caused them. It is quite possible 

that what was being considered as showing differences between cultural 

groups was merely showing differences between levels of intelligence or 

motivation in the classroom or other factors. The validity of the voca

bulary test as a ranking order on anything other than verbal performance 

has been questioned in Chapter 2. The fact that there were so many uncon

trolled variables within the sets must be remembered. So too must the 

size of the population. No implications for all Canadians, Blackfoot, 

Rhodesian and Shona can be drawn, nor for all first and second language 

users of English. This study showed trends which a larger study, with 

fewer uncontrolled variables, may substantiate. 

Measurement of Syntactic Differences Between Language Sets 

This study has shown that syntactic differences between the writ

ten English of first and second language users of English can not be 

grouped together. Blackfoot scored significantly lower in the Aluminium 

passage hut higher than the Canadians in the free writing passage. The 

Shona scored significantly lower than the Rhodesians on five out of ten 

ratios, but these ratios were the least telling according to Hunt (words 

56 
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per clause, T units per sentence and words per sentence). 

Although there were some significant differences, according to the 

level set for this study, they were not sufficiently large or clear to 

make the statement that second language users are less syntactically 

mature than first language users. There were trends for Shona and Black-

foot to be less mature than their compatriots in the Aluminium passage, 

but only the Shona were less mature in the free writing. Thus there is 

not a significant syntactic uniformity characteristic of each of the two 

sets of writers to warrant labelling the two first and second language 

users as syntactically different. 

Yet Chapter 2 quotes much evidence to suggest that language causes 

difficulties for Indian and African students. Conway and Huber researched 

the difference between racial groups and their use of syntax. Huber was 

working not with second language speakers but second dialect speakers. 

However he does make a valid point in one of his recommendations for tea-

55 
chers, that "language ability not be judged on the basis of race." In 

other words, teachers and 'researchers expect there to be language differ-

ences between language groups and therefore create them. The difference 

is not one of deep structure, of syntax, but of superficialities and syn-

tactical and morphological rule variation from regional standards -- the 

icing, not the cake. This has bearing on this study too. This researcher 

felt there to be deep rooted syntactic differences between Shona and 

Rhodesians; but in their performance of syntax, by grade 11 and 12, the 

sample could almost be said to be drawn from the same population in terms 

of syntactic development. 

55 
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Conway's work was with grade 4, 6 and 8 Omaha Indians whose syn

tactic growth he compared with grade 3, 5 and 7 whites. The situation 

that Conway describes the Omaha Indians as living in with regard to home 

background, home language, schooling and education is almost paralleled 

by the Blackfoot Indians. This means that we can consider Conway as 

showing the syntactic differences between American Indians and Americans 

in an elementary school situation and this study as looking at the differ

ences between groups in a high school milieu. Why does Conway's study 

show there are differences between first and second language users and 

this study finds little or no difference? 

There are a number of possible reasons. One is quite simply a 

matter of compulsory versus optional schooling. The Omaha Indians would 

have had to go to school. They may be unmotivated and untalented but 

they attend school. Any Blackfoot Indian who has remained in school until 

grade 12 is both motivated and talented. Conway was comparing all.the 

Indians with all the whites. This study compares the more educationally 

motivated Indian, Westernized in terms of goals, with all whites. The 

findings should therefore be less damning of Indians than Conway's study. 

The same sort of pyramid operates in Rhodesia. Shona school 

children have fewer opportunities to attend schools and only the really 

bright remain in the school system till the Sixth Form because of the 

small number of available school places. For white Rhodesians there is no 

difficulty in obtaining a Sixth Form place, providing one has certain 

minimum qualifications. The proportion of white Rhodesians who complete 

Sixth Form is definitely smaller than the number of white Canadians who 

complete grade 12, so it would be wrong to assume that the Sixth Form· 
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students in this study represent all the Rhodesians. But Rhodesian educa

tion is pyramidal. Far fewer Shona students in proportion to the number 

starting school finish Sixth Form in comparison to the number of whites. 

So again, this study is not comparing the best of the Shona with the best 

of the Rhodesians. It is comparing the best of the Shona with the above 

average whites which should give some indication of why second language 

users perform at almost the same level as first language users. 

If students perform equally well at grade 12 level, why do they 

not perform as well as their compatriots at university? The clue may be 

in the word perform. Chapter 1 made mention of language performance and 

language competence. We cannot measure competence but we can measure per

formance. Hunt's T units are a measure of performance. Blackfoot and 

Shona perform as well as their compatriots in a written test at school. 

In university, though, the stress is on oral techniques. Students are 

lectured, for up to an hour, in the new vocabulary of anthropology or bio

chemistry or whatever. To be able to understand and absorb such facts and 

reproduce the relevant ones on demand is a real test of language competence, 

of being able to really work in the language and through the language, so 

that under the stressful situation of a lecture, one can handle the lan

guage with competence and confidence. 

Perhaps a test of how much a student actually comprehends in such 

a situation could be initiated. The lecturer could read a passage with 

his normal speed and intonation, including the vocabulary of his subject 

area specialty. He could then give his students a test to see how much 

they actually understood -- simple recall type questions. If they cannot 

handle simple recall type questions, they will not be able to manipulate 
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the piece to answer inferential and referential questions. This sort of 

oral comprehension test could give some further guide as to whether it is 

language competence, not language performance, that is a problem for 

second language speakers. 

A further study that would be worth undertaking would be a closer 

look at the structures produced by the Blackfoot and Shona to see it there 

is some degree of mother tongue interference which would indicate why they 

chose one particular structure in the place of another. For this, a lin

guistically sophisticated native speaker of the mother tongue concerned 

would be required to act as an informant. 

In all events the attrition rate of Indian students and the fai

lure rate of Indian and Shona may not be totally the fault of language. 

Both Menasche at the University of Rhodesian and Brooks at the University 

of Calgary cite other possible causes and this is an area into which fur

ther research is needed. 

Vocabulary as a Measure of Verbal Ability 

The low correlation between vocabulary scores and Hunt's ratios 

has been mentioned in the findings. This does not however disprove 

Sattler's statement: "Vocabulary is the best indicator of verbal abi

lity,'' because the degree of correlation between verbal ability and syn

tactic maturity as measured by Hunt is also questionable. It is quite 

possible that there would be a much higher correlation between vocabulary 

scores and a conventional evaluation of each individual's work or between 

vocabulary scores and the sort of syntactic analysis suggested in the pre

vious section. 

Vocabulary measures not only an individual's ability to recognize 



words. Bernstein explains: 

It is not the number of words or the range of vocabulary which 
is decisive but the fact that he becomes sensitive to a particular 
form of indirect or mediate expression where the subtle arrangement 
of words and connections between them convey feelings.56 

There are definite limitations to the vocabulary test used. For the 
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Rhodesian sample, results were skewed to the upper edge of the scale which 

would mean that in this particular group the test failed to discriminate 

finely between the capabilities of individuals. 

If Hunt's measures fail to correlate highly with scores on avoca-

bulary test, does vocabulary correlate with I.Q. or language performance 

as measured by a conventional English exam? The researcher was unable to 

obtain I.Q. scores or English test results for the entire study but those 

which were made available by the schools concerned may show a trend which 

a further study could validate. (See Appendix E) 

Hunt's Measures of Syntactic Maturity 

Bearing in mind the limitations of this study, some comments qan 

be made on the effectiveness of Hunt's T units as a measure of syntactic 

maturity. Hunt's T units and his five ratios are quantitative. The data 

presented in the findings are all quantitative. There is however a fair 

amount of evidence to suggest that, when syntax is being analyzed at upper 

levels of high school, within two grades and not across a wider grade 

spread such as Hunt used, a qualitative measure is necessary a·s well as, 

if not in place of, the quantitative one. 

Having counted the words, clauses, T units and sentences for ·both 

Aluminium and free writing passages for each individual in the study, 

56 
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this researcher was often aware that a ranking order on words per T unit 

or words per clause (the most telling indices according to Hunt) for each 

passage seldom bore much resemblance to the ranking order she would have 

alloted on a more subjective, conventional method of evaluation. It would 

appear worthwhile to attempt to find the reason behind this discrepancy. 

Hunt indicated that the higher the number of words per T unit a 

student wrote, the more syntactically mature he was. Similarly, the lon-. 

ger his clauses were, the more syntactically mature he was. But does 

length of clause or T unit necessarily indicate maturity in all instances? 

Can it not, by grade 11 and 12 at any rate, also indicate what Labov 

terms "middle class verbal style", that the student has become "enmeshed 

57 
in verbiage, a victim of sociolinguistic factors beyond his control.'' 

Perhaps it indicates that the student is educated, but often that is all 

it indicates because what he is trying to say is hidden in verbosity, in 

a mass of irrelevant details and complicated structures. Some examples 

from the students' writings should help to make the point more clearly: 

Student no. 423. Aluminium, an abundant metal of many uses is 
obtained from a clayey-like ore called bauxite which contains several 
other substances apart from Aluminium. (Words = 24, Clauses = 2, 
T units 1, sentence = 1, Words per T unit = 24, and Words per 
clauses = 12). 

Student no. 304. Aluminium is an abundant, silvery metal. It 
comes in many forms, is light and has many uses. It is a component 
of bauxite ore-- a clay-like substance. (Words= 27, Clauses= 5, 
T units = 5, Sentences = 3, Words per T unit = 5.4, and Words per 
clause = 5.4). 

Is student no. 423 really four times as mature as student no. 304? 

Or have we just become accustomed to long segments of language as an index 

57 
William Labov, "The Logic of Non Standard English," Language and 

Poverty, ed. Frederick Williams (Chicago: Markham Publishing Co., 1970) 
p. 164. 
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of rationality, logic and intelligence and so have declared its author a. 

better user of the language? 

The same sort of examples can be found in the free writing pas-

sages: 

Student no. 128. I'll never forget the time when I was young. 
What a great time when the pressures of life were not upon you. When 
you got up in the early morning and didn't care what time it was, or 
what you were going to have for breakfast, or all the things that had 
to be accomplished in that day. (Words • 58, Clauses = 8, T units = 
1, Sentences = 3, Words per T unit = 58, and Words per clause = 7.2). 

This is only a small section of an essay, and obviously the sec-

tion quoted is that'which makes the point most strongly. However, this 

student did have an overall words per T unit score of 24.20. 

Student no. 401. I'll never forget the time when I met a girl 
named Lillian Marovatsanga. After getting the proverbial thumping 
of the heart and expected drying up of the mouth, I got myself 
together and with the little willpower left in me, commanded myself 
to take the vacant seat beside her on the half-empty bus. She was 
a stunner. I wondered why she didn't have an escort. I was to find 
out, to my cost. (Words = 73, Clauses = 8, T units = 6, Sentences = 
5, Words per T unit = 12.3, and Words per cl~use = 9.2). 

Had this student written continuously in the style he used in the 

first two sentences, he would probably have scored fairly high. By 

changing his sentence length and writing a T unit four words long, he 

would not qualify as "mature" in Hunt's eyes. Again this section is only 

a part of a whole. This student's final score was 9.60 words per T unit. 

Js he really that much less syntactically mature than student no. 128? 

Hunt himself found that the T unit increased in length with 

advances in age and grade level of the subjects being studied. He noted 

that this was in part attributable to the increases in the number of 

dependent clauses, but also to an increase in the number of subclausal 

sentence-combining transforms embedded within the T unit. Having noted 
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this in both studies, it seems inconsistent that he should then give more 

credit to a person who chose to use dependent clauses, rather than sub

clausal transforms. This particular choice may have been forced on him 

by the nature of a quantitative measure, but it is clear that a student 

who uses a clause in preference to a subclausal transform chooses the 

wordier method and therefore produces longer T units and is more mature, 

according to Hunt. 

Perhaps this could be made more explicit by taking a sentence and 

changing it slightly. The original version was student no. 402's. 

1. Aluminium is an abundant, useful metal that comes from baux

ite, a clay-like ore. (Words per T unit = 13) 

2. Aluminium is an abundant, useful metal. It comes from baux

ite, a clay-like ore. (Words per T unit = 6.5) 

3. Aluminium is an abundant, useful metal that comes from baux

ite which is a clay-like ore. (Words per T unit = 15) 

4. Aluminium is an abundant, useful metal extracted fro~ baux~ 

ite, a clay-like ore. (Words per T unit = 12) 

If we rank these sentences according to words per T unit, version 3 is the 

most mature, then 1 then 4 and finally 2. The inclusion of the "which is" 

merely adds relative clause to relative clause and in no way assists the 

flow of the sentence. Version 4 where "that comes from" has been 

replaced by the more precise term "extracted from", and a past participle 

in place of a finite verb, shows less maturity according to Hunt. 

Watts questions Hunt's apparent assumption that the longer the T 

units a student writes, the more syntactically mature he is. He cites 

the tendency towards compression as a mark of increasing maturity. 
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The use by older children of prepositional phrases and infini
tive expressions as alternatives to dependent clauses explains why 
the increase in the percentage of clauses at a higher age-level is 
not so marked as at earlier ages. What is more significant, then, 
of the child's technical progress as a writer than mere increase in 
percentage of dependent clauses employed is an increase in their 
variety and in the different kinds of phrases and expressions which 
may be used as alternatives for them. Variety in these directions 
rather than mere numbers would seem to reflect a greater flexibility 
in the movement of the mind.58 

Watts has made the point about comparisons which is borne out 

clearly in the examples given. His reference to the need for variety is 

illustrated by the repetition of dependent clauses of exactly the same 

kind in version 3. 

Flexibility is important too, in all modes of writing. It is as 

important in the Aluminium passage as in the free writing passage. Hunt 

gives no credit to a writer who adapts the length of his T units for 

special effect. The extract from student no. 40l's essay on page 63 is 

a good example of how a short T unit can arrest the reader. The write:r 

himself was arrested by the sight of Lillian and conveys this very well 

in that terse sentence "She was a stunner." How articulate can one be 

when one's heart is thumping and one's mouth is dry? But Hunt would not 

give this student credit for flexibility. For using a four word T unit, 

he would probably class· him with the grade fours. To be mature, accord-

ing to Hunt, one should produce an accumulated flow of words that buries 

rather than strikes the target. 

The discussion so far has been concerned with a qualitative reac-

tion to syntax rather than a quantitative one. In other words, some men-

tion of style must be made in a consideration of syntax of students as 

advnnced as these. Otherwise, to use music to illustrate the point, we 

58 
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are giving credit to a singer for reaching top C. The more top Cs he 

sings, the more credit we give him. Or perhaps we are giving him praise 

for singing top C and bottom C. But a tune consisting of only top C and 

bottom C is monotonous. Scales are also boring to the listener. A piece 

worth listening to is sung by a singer who can sing all the required 

notes, but phrase them and arrange them in the most harmonious or arrest-

ing way. Similarly long T units do not make a syntactically interesting 

piece of writing, nor do long clauses, or numerous clauses, or chains of 

co-ordinated clauses. What does make writing interesting is a variety of 

devices and flexibility. Hunt's measures are too narrow in perspective. 

They need to include syntactic density and complexity as well, to give 

credit for skilful, appropriate use of a number of ways of expressing 

ideas. 

Bernstein has said "Language exists in relation to a desire to 

. 59 
express and communicate." Consequently, the mode of language structure 

-- the way in which words and sentences are related reflects a parti-

cular form of the structuring of feeling, and so the very means of int~r-

action and response to the environment. 

Given the desire to communicate, what one wants to say obviously 

alters how one says it. Emig has pointed this out in her study "The 

Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders." She delineates two kinds of wri-

ting, or rather two dominant modes of composing among older secondary 

school students: 

The reflexive mode is defined as the mode that focuses upon the 
writer's thoughts and feelings concerning his experiences, the chief 

59 
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audience is the writer himself; the domain explored is often the 
affective; the style is tentative, personal and ·exploratory. The 
extensive mode is defined here as the mode that focuses upon the 
writer's conveying a message or a communication to another; the 
domain explored is usually the cognitive; the style is assured, 
impersonal and often reportorial.60 
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To some extent, what is required by the stimulus "I'll never forget the 

time when " is a piece written in the reflexive mood. Certainly the 

Aluminium passage engenders writing that is extensive. Emig goes on to 

show that the composing processes to produce these different modes in 

writing is characterized by different lengths with different clustering 

of components. 

This should mean, then, that because of the different nature of 

the Aluminium and free writing passage, the writing they engendered should 

be different too. This was borne out to some extent in the study. There 

was little correlation between scores on the Aluminium and free writing 

passage. A student would not necessarily use the same length of sentence 

in a controlled as in a free writing situation. For example, student 

no. 203 wrote 13.4 words per sentence in the Aluminium passage and 24.8 

words per sentence in the free writing passage. Student no. 208 wrote 

6.3 words perT unit in the Aluminium passage and 21.75 words perT unit 

in the free writing situation. This would indicate that styles tend to 

change according to the mode of writing demanded. 

There is more to style, though, than length of sentences and T

units. A writer has a number of choices to make -- lexical, syntactic~ 

rhetoric, imagaic. He chooses one particular set of syntactic devices to 

60Janet Emig, "The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders," 
National Council of Teachers of English Research Report No. 13 (Champaign, 
Ill.: National Council of Teachers of English, 1971), p. 4. 
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suit a particular need or effect, just as a singer sings some notes stac-

cato for particular effect. 

Often a writer develops his own characteristic style -- he makes 

the same choices over and over again. In his article "Generative Grammar 

and the Concept of Literary Style," Richard Ohneann gives the following 

definition of style: "Style is in fact a characteristic way of deploying 

the transformational apparatus of a language." As illustrations, he 

breaks down passages from Faulkner ("The Bear"), Henuningway ("Soldier's 

Home"), James ("The Bench of Desolation") and Lawrence ("Studies in Clas-

sical American Literature") into kernel sentences and notes that, for 

each, a different cluster of optional transformations is favoured. The 

specific "style" of Faulkner, for example, seems partially dependent upon 

his favouring three transformations: the relative or wh. transformation, 

61 
the conjunctive transformation and the comparative transformation. 

Emig raises the question that if professional writers haye their 

own characteristic ways "of deploying the transformational apparatus of 

62 
a language," surely non-professional writers will have too. So Hunt, 

by suggesting more mature writers write longer T units, is ignoring two 

points. The first is that how a writer writes depends on what he is wri-

ting. Subject matter and purpose dictate the syntactic register chosen. 

The register may demand long clauses or short and it would be pointless 

to say that a writer is mature in one area and not in another. At the 

upper levels of schooling, we cannot really compare the syntax used in the 

61 
Richard Ohneann, "Generative Grannnars and the Concept of Liter-

ary Style," Word, (December 1964), pp. 423-39, cited by Emig, p. 42. 

62 Emig, p. 43. 
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Aluminium passage with that in the free writing and expect a positive cor

relation. In fact, the larger the negative correlation possibly the more 

mature the writing in that the writer is able to change his syntax to 

suit the demands of the passage. 

Perhaps we could suggest that Hunt's measures should only be used 

to determine the syntactic maturity of writing in the extensive mode. 

This would mean that longer T units, clauses and sentences show maturity 

in the extensive mode. But why should a style which is according to 

Emig's definition "assured, impersonal and often reportorial" require long 

T units? Why should a style which is "tentative, personal and explora

tory" require short T units? It would not be possible to say long T units, 

clauses and sentences are required in one sort of writing and not in ano

ther. Hunt's expectation of lengthy T units in all modes is as inaccurate 

as an assertion that long T units must appear only in some modes of wri

ting. 

The second point Hunt ignores is that each writer makes his own 

stylistic choices, his own selection of transforms. Who is to say that 

Hemingway who in "The Killers" had a T unit length of 9.41 words is less 

syntactically mature than Faulkner who had a T unit length of 22.62 in 

"Barn Burning"? (Figures cited by Hunt, Grammatical Structures, p. 69) 

Having found fault with Hunt's attempt to measure syntax, can we 

find a better method? Possibly. For a start, no comparison should be 

attempted across different modes of writing because the syntax is being 

used for different purposes. Possibly we could take this further and 

state no comparisons should be made across cultures because it is increas

ingly difficult to ensure that the stimulus is being accepted as the same 



by all parties. We can control the stimulus, but as Labov points out: 

The speaker's interpretation of these requests and the action 
he believes is appropriate in response is completely uncontrolled. 
One can view these test stimuli as requests for information, com
mands for action, threats of punishment or meaningless sequences 
of words. They are probably intended as something altogether dif
ferent - as requests for display, but in any case the experimenter 
is normally unaware of the problem of interpretation. It is absurd 
to believe that identical stimuli are obtained by asking everyone 
the same question.63 
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Hunt asserts that grade 8 writers will grow beyond using 9.41 words per T 

unit. Yet in that one element, Hemingway's writing is similar to grade 8. 

Hemingway has not grown beyond using 9.41 words per T unit. He chose 

this particular style of writing. Students will also write as they 

think their teacher wants them to write, and this may affect the sort of 

syntax they use. 

For these reasons a controlled test of syntax like the Aluminium 

passage does ensure that the stimuli are as closely parallel for all stu-

dents as possible. Rather than an analysis into words per clause, 

clauses per T unit, words per T unit, T units per sentence, words per sen-

tence, a breakdown such as Hunt makes into "reduction to less than a pre-

dicate " would reveal more. Certainly a ranking on this correlates more 

highly with a ranking on the basis of impressions than words per T unit 

does. A student who can write compactly and still include all the neces-

sary facts handles syntax better than the verbose. 

There are also additional pointers that the Aluminium passage 

showed that could be used as indices of maturity. Several students recog-

nized that the passage began and ended with lists of the attributes and 

properties of Aluminium, and so combined them, usually at the beginning of 

63 
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the passage. For example, student no. 417 worte "Aluminium is a light 

silvery metal which is abundant and has many uses and forms." This stu

dent has shown syntactic maturity by reducing the unnecessarily similar 

sentence structure to one sentence. Students who noticed that "it comes 

from bauxite" and "bauxite contains aluminium" say the same thing and 

therefore omitted one of the sentences also showed syntactic maturity, in 

this researcher's view. 

It might also be argued that the student who used the term "fil

trate", "residue" and "electrolysis" showed syntactic maturity in that he 

has replaced the repeated NV sentence structure in "they use filters" and 

"a liquid remains" with one word "filtrate". This is true. But it is not 

really a fair test because it favours the student with a scientific back

ground. Similarly several students omitted "the luster", concluding that 

luster being silvery is a tautology. A student would have to know the 

meaning of the word before he dared to omit it, or omitted it purposefully 

and judiciously. 

A further element that could be considered in the Aluminium pas

sage is that of the time sequence and the order implied in it. A student 

who can see that there is a sequence underlying the actions and makes 

this extrinsic, not leaving it unsaid so that the events muddle through, 

shows a deeper sense of the order and the structure of the passage itself. 

Student no. 304 inserted what might have been considered a garble, but it 

was left in to help explain the passage. "The aluminium is obtained in the 

following way." This showed a clarity and order in her thinking which 

came through in her syntax. It also ensured a flow that the students who 

stuck closer to the text lacked by comparison. 
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If a free writing passage is used as a measure of syntactic 

maturity, can we ensure it measures maturity and not jargon, empty ela-

boration, passives, modals and auxiliaries, "the bench marks of henuning 

and hawing, backing and filling, the devices which so often obscure what-

64 ever positive contribution education can make to our use of language.'' 

We have to ensure that the syntax is worthy of production, and is 

not there for display only. Labov is a strong critic of verbosity for 

its own sake: 

Is the elaborated code of Bernstein's really so 
detailed and subtle' as some psychologists believe. 
also turgid, redundant, bombastic and empty? Is it 
an elaborated style, rather than a superior code or 

'flexible, 
Isn't it 

not simply 
system.65 

A good prose style has the following elements in this researcher's 

view: clarity, interest, orderliness, simplicity, appropriateness and 

euphony. On these criteria, no one would suggest that student no. 417 

was the most stylistically mature. 

From my view, being denied the chance to undergo military train
ing, the course equipped me with a resistance against loss of hope 
when things turn topsy-turvy, a greater experience of mountain 
climbing together with absailing as a hobby and most of all, an 
appreciation of the fact that man has destroyed the sweet natural 
status of the lands in his selfish hunger for buildings, industry, 
roads and all construction that include cutting down trees, burning 
grass and polluting air and water. 

This student was the most mature of the entire study, according to the 

quantitative measures. He had a total score of 25.86 words per T unit 

(three words more even than Faulkner!). But isn't this passage "turgid, 

redundant, bombastic and empty"? It lacks clarity, simplicity, orderli-

ness and euphony. It is simultaneously overparticular and vague. This 

64 
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· is the verbosity which is most easily taught and most easily learned so 

that words take the place of thoughts and nothing can be found behind 

them. 

Compare the syntax used by student no. 301. 

With the bicycle out, I played happily. I was rather proud of 
myself as I had recently learned to balance properly on the bike 
and could now ride it with what I felt to be great expertise. 
Riding round and round the house was great fun. The tricky twists 
and turns were a great challenge, especially the narrow archway. 
But, like most children, I soon grew tired of the same route. 

Her total words per T unit tallied a mere 9.80. But there is 

clarity, order, simplicity and euphony. There are a variety of syntactic 

structures. Sentence structure departs from the SVOQ form, showing flexi-

bility and variety. Sentence length ranges from seven to thirty words. 

Clauses are co-ordinated and subordinated, and a subclausal like "with 

the bicycle out" indicates a sense of compression and at the same time 

clarity. 

Although the type of writing produced by the Aluminium and free 

writing passage is and should be different, the same kind of analysis 

could be made of both. An analysis of types of syntactic structures 

should be more profitable than a mere totalling of words, clauses, T units 

and sentences. Where a quantitative measure like sentence length is made, 

note must be taken of the type of sentence it is. Exclamations and ~ues-

tions are generally shorter than statements. Average sentence length

tells little. A breakdown into exclamations, questions and statements 

reveals more. A totalling up of co-ordination, subordination, clauses, 

subclausals, variations ~rom the SVOQ pattern, variety in sentence length 

can all be done fairly objectively. It is the decision as to what is 

orderly, simple, appropriate and euphoneous that would require furthe1 
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study. 

A cautionary note should be added. While it is fairly easy to 

quantify density and complexity of syntactic structures to note ranges 

in sentence length, changes in sentence structure, brevity instead of ver

bosity-- we must be careful not to replace Hunt's measures with a new set 

that is equally dogmatic. A quantitative measure of sentence structure 

that shows a student who uses four different structures to be more mature 

than a student who uses only two can exclude the reason the student chose 

to use only two. A measure that gives a student credit for writing short 

rather than long sentences also ignores anything stylistic. While it is 

easy to condemn Hunt's quantitative measures of syntax, much research and 

testing will have to be devised before a new, better measure of syntax is 

introduced. 

Language Competence and Language Performance 

Hunt suggested that the only way to get at language competence was 

to measure language performance. This study has shown to some extent that 

language performance is only a shadowy representation of competence. 

The sort of writing one produces depends on a variety of factors. 

Reference has already been made to modes and individual styles. In addi

tion, the expectations of one's teacher restricts or at least guides a 

student into a certain form of writing. If a teacher has directed his 

students not to use subclausal transforms they are not likely to use them. 

Their performance could indicate that they do not know how to use them 

whereas, in fact, they might be quite competent in their use, given a 

situation where they feel free to do so. The variety of patterns a stu

dent uses, the variety of transforms he handles may in fact be just a 
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measure of the ninth of the iceberg that shows. 

Bernstein's theory of codes insinuates that a student who is 

capable of an extended code will use it. It may in fact be more complex 

than that. A restricted code is one that allows the speaker very little 

choice in the syntax he uses. If a speaker, or writer, has a wealth of 

syntactic structures to choose from, but selects only a few structures, 

does he have an elaborated or restricted code? From a performance point 

of view, he has a restricted code. From a competence point of view, he 

may have an elaborated code. The measurement of the differences between 

the codes and linguistic performance and competence needs further inves

tigation. 

Conversely, because a student performs well, we may assume quite 

falsely that his competence extends much further than his performance. 

Can we be certain that because the Shona scores on tests of performance 

like those in the study are not greatly different from that of their white 

compatriots that their level of competence is parallel? It is this dif

ference between competence and performance that may explain the reason 

for second language users of English to score comparatively close to first 

language users in a test of performance, but to score lower in many 

instances in tests at university where English is the means not the end. 

(see page 3) A major factor may well be the emphasis on oral English, in 

the form of lectures, seminars and tutorials to be comprehended and taken 

part in. 

Implications for the Curriculum and Methodology 

Some suggestions for the teaching of both language and literature 

can be made as a result of the findings of this study. The main emphasis 
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will naturally be on a qualitative look at style, in student's own writing 

and the literature they read. 

The findings of Hypothesis 2 showed there.was little correlation 

between scores on the Aluminium and free writing passage. This showed 

a trend in the right direction -~ for writing styles to alter depending 

on the mode of writing required. There may be a place in the curriculum 

for teachers to teach the difference between the reflexive and extensive 

mode. This is not to suggest teachers should stipulate sentence length, 

number of dependent clauses permitted and so on for each mode, but that a 

variety of styles can be taught. 

"Middle class verbal style", to use Labov's term, should be shown 

for what it is -- bombastic and turgid, a syllabub of nothingness. The 

researcher can make the case strongly for the re-introduction of the cur

~ rently out-of~favour precis, and similar hunt-the-meaning exercises. 

Exercises in reduction generally -- to say something in as few words qS 

possible without leaving out pertinent facts may bring about the 

desired results; but, too often, there seems to be little transfer of 

this skill to other writing situations. 

It is not only students though who seem to think quantity equals 

quality. The high correlation between length and grades on Cambridge 

School Certificate English Language exams would indicate that examiners 

also believe the dictum (See Appendix E). This would indicate an area 

where teacher and student alike should tread with care.

In an effort to increase the density and complexity of the syn-

tactic devices used, sentence combining exercises, along the lines of 
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Frank O'Hare
66 

might lead to a terser style with greater variety. 

The study of literature should be used as a lesson in stylistics. 

Students enjoy trying to model themselves on the style of a favourite 

author. Watts suggested that "the best writing by children comes largely 

67 from wide reading in interesting books." This statement is vague. What 

are "the best writing", "wide reading" and "interesting books"? The point 

is made however. Literature of high quality can, judiciously introduced, 

enrich and extend the students' experience with words, ideas and style. 

So far, suggestions have been made which ignore Hunt's measures 

of syntax. Do they have a place? Yes, if they make an analysis of style 

more objective and the differences between types of writing clearer. If 

students have the feeling that Faulkner and Hemingway write differently 

but they cannot put their finger on the difference, a quantitative ana-

lysis of sentence length, clause length and so on could lead into new 

areas. The same is true of the students' own writings -- a count could 

show more clearly that sentences are long and tumid than a red-pencilled 

"Style" in the margin. But, the same reservations as were made earlier 

in the chapter apply here too. If a quantitative look is taken at syntax 

used, whether by Laurence or Achebe or students, the analysis should not 

be allowed to stop there. Why did Laurence use that sentence structure 

there? What does Achebe achieve by his use of short, single clause sen-

tences? Would student A write more clearly if he used a subclausal 

66 
Frank O'Hare, "Sentence Combining," National Council of Tea-

chers of English Research Report No. 15, 1971. 

67 
Watts, p. 139. 



transform instead of a clause? Hunt's quantitative measures, when com

bined with qualitative measures of syntax, may be a means to the end of 

better writing. 
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APPENDIX A 

ALUMINIUM 

Directions: Read the passage all the way through. You will notice that 
the sentences are short and choppy. Study the passage, and then rewrite 
it in a better way. You may combine sentences, change the order of words, 
and omit words that are repeated too many times. But try not to leave 
out any uf the information. 

Aluminium is a metal. It is abundant. It has many uses. It 

comes from bauxite. Bauxite is an ore. Bauxite looks like clay. Baux-

ite contnins aluminium. It contains several other substances. Workmen 

extract these other substances from the bauxite. They grind the bauxite. 

They put it in tanks. Pressure is in the tanks. The other substances 

form a mass. They remove the mass. They use filters. A liquid remains. 

They put it through several other processes. It finally yields a chemi-

cal. The chemical is powdery. It is white. The chemical is alumina. 

It is a mixture. It contains aluminium. It contains Oxygen. Workmen 

separate the aluminium from the oxygen. They use electricity. They 

finally produce a metal. The metal is light. The luster is silvery. 

This metal comt•s in many forms. 
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APPENDIX B 

Co-opt•rative English Test - Vocabulary 

15 minutes 

Directions 

In each question, select the word or phrase that most nearly 

means the same thing as the first word. Then ~ark the letter for that 

word or phrase next to the number of the queetion on your answer sheet. 

See the example below. 

Example 

El - boast 

A. Sew C. Brag 

B. Supper D. Lift 

The answer is C, and has been marked opposite E, at the top of 

your answer sheet. 
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Co-operative Vocabulary Test - 2a 

1 artery 7 yelp 

A muscle tissue A shrill cry 
B blood vessel B swallow 
c throat c puppy 
0 spring D harsh laugh 

2 litter 8 bayonet 

E musical composition E inlet 
F scattered rubbish F basket 
G public show G sharp weapon 
H coloring matter H short gun 

3 recuperation 9 sterile 

A relapse A simple 
B recollection B free of germs 
c sunnnary c unnatural 
D recovery D without color 

4 plea 10 taut 

E appeal E rough 
F reply F small 
G charge G useless repetition 
H situation H tightly drawn 

5 astound 11 appalling 

A scold severely A steady 
B make angry B shocking 
c surprise greatly c considerate 
D drive out D difficult 

6 surf 12 exterminate 

E breaking waves E extend farther 
F celestial being F fight against 
G ridge of sand G destroy completely 
H narrow groove H clean 
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13 nimble 20 potent 

A quick and light E powerful 
B Htiff lllld cold F evident 
c sluggish G likely 
0 sentimental H brave 

14 expel 21 docile 

E blot out A argumentative 
F force out B nervous 
G lose c impolite 
H leave D obedient 

15 pleat 22 stagnant 

A lure E seldom participating 
B finish F swaying 
c surround G not flowing 
D fold H stubborn 

16 polo 23 sloop 

E a weapon A a plant 
F a beverage B a bird 
G n game c a fish 
H a disease D a boat 

17 soar 24 pry 

A fly E . snoop 
B break F enter 
c look G squint 
D shift H survey 

18 unflinching 25 whim 

E antagonistic A amusement 
F boastful B woman's intuition 
G merciless c sudden fancy 
H steadfast D pretext 

19 ingenious 26 massive. 

A frank E strong and muscular 
B self-conscious F thickly populated 
c clever G ugly and awkward 
D scheming H huge and solid 
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'27 amplify 34 wheedle 

A expand E turn around 
B electrify F breathe hoarsely 
c reply G coax 
D supply H squeeze 

28 moreover 35 scintillate 

E therefore A frown 
F furthermore B blacken 
G nevertheless c smoulder 
H however D sparkle 

29 unanimous 36 hilarity 

A not explained E excitement 
B having no equal F friendliness 
c not interested G boisterous mirth 
D in complete. agreement H angry shouting 

30 drudgery 37 duplicity 

E self-denial A agreement 
F worry B overlapping 
G toil c cleverness 
H hatred D double-dealing 

31 deplore 38 sham 

A send away E false 
B regret deeply F foreign 
c spread out G serious 
D investigate H reckless 

32 unwary 39 pilfer 

E unusunl A search 
F tireless B punch 
G deserted c steal 
H incautious D differ 

]) benevolent 40 expunge 

A serviceable E establish 
B respectable F rub out 
c charitable G soak up 
D remedial H discolor 
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41 chink 48 • abjure 

A insect E arrest 
B bell F renounce 
c crack G abuse 
D li.ning H lose 

42 turnkey 49 parry 

E 1ailcr A vanquish 
F thief B talk over 
G ]oeksmJth c gamble 
H t rnitor D ward off 

43 splice 50 din 

A shave E confused noise 
B flatten F vague rumor 
c crumble G semi-darkness 
D join together H herald 

44 heather 51 acrimony 

E rope A promptness 
F fireplace B bitterness 
G shrub c stupidity 
H pottery D divorce 

45 allegation 52 condescending 

A unsupported assertion E liberal 
B wise saying F patronizing 
c weaving motion G consoling 
D increase in speed H humorous 

46 crony 53 burnish 

E storyteller A polish 
F paid informer B wave 
G intimate companion c consume 
H dirty old man D heat 

47 aversion 54 replete 

A strong dislike E elderly 
B false accusation F well-filled 
c translation G resentful 
D declaration H discredited 
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55 acclaim 

A acquirt! 
B applaud 
c protest 
D demand 

56 ephemeral 

E impractical 
F introductory 
G girlish 
H short-lived 

57 bagatelle 

A purse 
B trifle 
c liar 
D pamphlet 

58 prolific 

E prehistoric 
F freely reproductive 
G frivolous 
H highly temperamental 

59 peruse 

A read carefully 
B wear out 
c overtake 
D write slowly 

60 limpid 

E Jnzy 
F crippled 
G watery 
H clear 
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APPENDIX C 

PILOT STUDY 

A pilot study was set up to test 

- the sensitivity of the T unit and Hunt's five ratios, to see 

whether they discriminated between students in the same grade 

-whether there was likely to be a difference in the scoring of 

the ratios between the Aluminium and the free writing passage 

- whether there is any correlation between the vocabulary score 

and tlu· syntactic measures. 

The three tests were given to n group of Indian students from 

all ov~r the province of Saskatcl1ewan. They were all first year univer-

sity students. From this group six were selected for analysis. Selec-

tion was made on the results of the vocabulary test - the two students 

with the highest marks, the two students with the lowest marks and the 

two students at the median point, to provide a range of ability for pur-

pose of comparison. 

A sample of the analysis techniques for both the Aluminium and 

free writing passag<· is included in Appendix D. 

The results of the analysis were tabulated and the ratios between 

the factors calculated. 
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Table 1 

A Synopsis of Clause to Sentence Length Factors 

STUDENT voc W/S 1'/S W/T C/T W/C 

A/P F/W A/P F/W A/P F/W A/P F/W A/P F/W 

A 48 16,1 17,6 1.1 1.2 13.8 14.3 2.0 1.6 6.9 8.4 

B 45 19,4 11,2 1,2 1'!4 16.1 7.8 2.3 2.0 6.9 7.1 

c 36 13.6 19,5 1.6 1.5 8.3 12.4 1.6 2.0 4.9 6.2 

D 34 10,5 17.0 1.6 1.3 5.5 13.0 1.2 1.6 5.2 7.9 

E 26 15,4 21.0 1.0 2.1 15.4 10.2 2.4 1.4 6.3 7.1 

F 21 12.6 15.5 2.1 1.0 5.9 15.5 1.0 1.4 5.6 10.9 

MEAN 35 14.6 16.9 1.4 1.4 10.0 10.5 1.7 1.6 5.1 7.9 

Code 

voc - vocabulary 

A/P - Aluminium passage 

F/W - Free writing passage 

W/S - words to sentence ratio 

T/S - T units to sentence ratio 

W/T - words to T unit ratio 

C/T - clauses to T unit ratio 

W/C - words to clause ratio 

From this small sample it would appear that the test is a sen-

sitive one. It shows fairly clearly the differences in usage of syntac-

tic devices between a controlled and a free writing situation. From 

this particular sample there does not appear to be a correlation between 

vocabulary score and syntactic maturity but the test will be included in 

the complete study to test whether this is common to the other groups too. 
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APPENDIX D 

SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES: ALUMINIUM PASSAGE 

Student E 

rAluminium is a abundant metal], (it originates from bauxite] 

I and h<~_s_ many~~· I [Bauxite looks ]~:ike clay 1, [but is an ore 1 r~ 

eonta i nH scvt· ral subs tanccs. 1 [Finding these substances the bauxite is 
- ' 

F-~~!nded first_l [then placed in pressurized tanks.] [The other substance~ 

!orm a mass], [fitters are used to remove it- leaving liquid.] [AfteS 

other processes, a chemical is dissolved.] [The chemical is powderY., 

white, containing a mixture of aluminium, oxygen] [and is named alumina.] 

[Electricity is used to separate aluminium from the oxygen, which lead~ 

to making metal.] [The metal is light,] [could come in many forms] [an$ 

the luster is silvery.] 

Code 

marks a T unit 

mnrks a clause 

marks a sentence 

Analysis 

Number of words 102 

Number of clauses 18 

Number of T unlts 17 

Number of sentences 8 



SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES: FREE WRITING PASSAGE 

Student E 

[I'll never forget the time when I first came to this town to 
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enroll in school.] [I was promised to get an advance from my livin\ 

allowanees to help me> settle for the time being.] [Things didn't work 

out right], [Indian Affairs were in a crisis money wise.] 

Before finding a suitable home and a landlady that was under

standing. [Most of us had to stay a week or two in a motel.] [Sine) 

I didn't had enough money I lived on bread and bologna.] [For two or 

three weeks we hassled Indian Affairs, staff people from school and 

humming others for meals, bus fares etc.] 

Code 

] marks a T unit 

marks a clause 

marks a sentence 

Analysis 

Number of words 106 

Number of clauses 10 

Number of T units 7 

Number of sentences 7 
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CORRELATION BETWEEN I.Q., LANGUAGE PERFORMANCE, 
VOCABULARY AND HUNT'S MEASURES OF SYNTAX 

93 

l.Q. and language performance scores (as measured by a conven-

tional English examination) were not available for all groups, but where 

they were made available by the schools, correlation coefficients were 

computed. 

The correlation coefficient between vocabulary scores and I.Q.s 

on the South Arri.can Group Test for the Rhodesian sample was .13. It 

would appear from this, for this very restricted population, there is a 

very slight correlation betw<•en vocabulary and a measured intelligence 

quotient. I.Q. scores ranged from 98 to 142, vocabulary scores from 40 

to 60 out of 60. The South African Group Test is a verbal test so, if 

Weschler is to be believed, it is surprising that the correlation is not 

higher. 

Table 2 provides some reinforcement for other findings of the 

study. The low correlation between l.Q. and length in both Aluminium and 

free writing passages shows that verbosity is not the mark of intelligence 

though high scores on the ratios, particularly in the free writing pas-

sage, are a sign of intel'ligC'nce as measured by an intelligence test. 

lt: I.q. fails to correlate with vocabulary, does language perfor-

mnnce? Figures were avni.l ab l(• for the Shona group -- their Cambridge 

School Certiflcflte results. The Cambridge exam is one set, marked and 

moderated in Cambridge, England so it would be measuring the same thing 

in all of the students. They all wrote the exams at the same time in 
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November, 1973. 

Table 2 

Correlation Coefficients Between Intelligence Quotients 
and Scores, Length and the Measures of Syntactic 
~~turity in Both Passages for Rhodesian Group 

Aluminium Passage Free Writing Passage 

Number of Words -.17 -.17 

Words per Clause .12 .30* 

Clauses per T Unit .23 .32* 

Words per T Unit .26 .42* 

T Units per Sentence -.09 -.23 

Words per Sentence .24 .30* 

I.Q. scores on the South African Group Test. 

*Correlation Coefficient Significant at .10 Level. 

Table 3 shows correlation coefficients between vocabulary scores 

and an English Language mark, an English literature mark, and a mark for 

an overall assessment in six subjects, including math, general science, 

and geography. The English Language score should be a measure of lan-

guage performance as it includes a composition exercise; the English Lit-

erature, a less accurate measure of performance but possibly a more accur-

ate measure of language competence as comprehension of material is an 

important facet; and the overall result a measure of academic performance 

generally. It would be very difficult to ascertain the degree of lan-

guage performance and language competence the overall result represents. 

From the table it appears English language score correlates fairly 
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highly, within the Shona group, at the .43 level. The correlation is not 

significant in English Literature or overall result. The smallness of 

the study prevents one making firm statements, but the trend here does 

appear to some degree to substantiate Sattler's statement vocabulary 

is the best measure of verbal performance. It is certain a vocabulary 

test does not measure the same thing as an I.Q. test like the South 

African Group Test. 

Table 3 

Correlation Coefficients Between Scores on Cambridge 
Examination Results and Vocabulary Scores, 

Length and the Measures of Syntactic 
Maturity in Both Passages for 

Shona Group 

Eng. Language Eng. Literature For Six Subjects 
Overall Result 

VOCABULARY .43* .19 .22 

ALUMINIUM PASSAGE 

Number of Words .39* .53* .33* 

Words per Clause .15 -.06 .29* 

Clauses per T Unit .05 .10 .30* 

Words per T Unit .10 -.01 .36* 

T Units per Sentence .03 -.04 .03 

Words per Sentence .15 < )-.01 .42* 

FREE WRITING PASSAGE 

Number of Words • 39* ( .01 -.08 

Words per Clause -.37* -.32* -.06 

Clauses per T Unit -.20 -.10 -.09 

Words per T Unit -.40* -.32* -.08 

T Units per Sentence -.10 -.45* < -.01 

Words per Sentence -.40* -.46* -.04 

*Correlation Coefficient Significant at .10 Level. 
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Table 3 also shows correlation coefficients between Cambridge 

results and the various measures of syntax used in the study. Significant 

correlations in the English Language section are· found in a number of 

words, at the .39 level, in both controlled and free writing. The wordier 

one is the better chance of a good grade in Cambridge English Language. 

The moderately high negative correlation in words per clause (-.37), words 

per T unit (-.40) and words per sentence (-.40) would suggest an amendment 

to the previous statement. To get a good grade in Cambridge English Lan

guage, write at some length but in short clauses, T units and sentences. 

In English Literature, there is a high positive correlation in 

length in the Aluminium passage (.53) but in the free writing the corre

lation is not significant. The same negative correlations are found in 

the free writing passage in Literature as were in Language. 

In overall result, the only significant correlations can be found 

in the Aluminium passage. The indications are that those who do well

overall in Cambridge will write long T units, clauses, and sentences in 

the Aluminium passage. This is not true in the free writing situation. 

The interesting feature revealed by the computation is that the 

significant correlations between Cambridge scores and Hunt's ratios are 

found in the free writing passage for both English Language and English 

Literature where the correlation is negative, but in the Aluminium passage 

for overall results where the correlation is positive. This would go some 

way towards reinforcing the point made earlier in the study of the differ

ent nature of the writing engendered by the controlled and free modes. 

This is certainly an area into which more study could be made. 
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