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SYNTACTIC COMPLEXITY AND SENTENCE DECODING
Joseph Sunday Aliyu

Under the supervision of Professor Dale D. Johnson

This study investigated how performance with syntactic structures
and reading comprehension were positively correlated. The study was
designed to determine if duration of exposure to English was
significantly correlated with a student's performance with syntactic
structures and reading comprehension. The study was also done to
examine how urban subjects differed from their rural counterparts in
both syntactic structures and reading comprehension.

One-hundred eighty 3rd and 5th year secondary school students
from six different locations in Nigeria were randomly selected from
the northern part of the country to form the subject pool. These
subjects were given one-hour Cambridge School Certificate-type tests
on syntactic structures and reading comprehension (see Appendix).

Results revealed varying patterns. In most urban schools per-
formance with syntactic structures and reading comprhension were not
positively correlated; but in most rural schools performances with
syntactic structures and reading comprehension were positively cor-
related. In most urban schools duration of exposure to English and
good overall language performance were positvely correlated. But
such positive correlations were not observed in most rural schools.

Results from the study have therefore indicated that, contrary to
normal expectations, there was not necessarily positive correlations

iv



between performances with syntactic structures and reading compre-
hension among urban secondary school subjects in the ESL situation of
Nigeria. The results also showed that years of exposure to English

was an advantageous factor to urban secondary schcol students in
Nigeria, but this situation was not applicable to students in most
rural secondary schools. The results further revealed that schools
could not be described as baing excepticnally good or bad on the

basis of location per se. This last point was confirmed by the very
poor performance by the urban school students in Kano (Nigeria) and the
exceptionally good performance of the rural schocl students in Gindiri

(Nigeria).
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| CHAPTER ONE |
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM AND RELEVANT LITERATURE

Introduction

Linguists have for some time been unanimous in stating that
grammatical signals are important for the understanding of a sentence.
But these same language specialists (Fries, 1963; Rivers, 1968;
Schreiber, 1980) have expressed opposing views on what they consider to
be the relative contribution of grammatical complexity to reading.
While Fodor and Garrett {1967) and Fagan {1971) have contended that
grammatical signals could slow down the rate of sentence understanding,
Pearson (1974} has argued that grammatical complexity is an aid to
comprehension and recall and not an obstacle as some have stated,
These opposing views have added to the number of theories of reading
proposed by the different specialists. In addition to this, re-
searchers like Fagan and Pearson have tried to show if a good under-
standing of complex grammatical forms could accelerate an individual’s
performance in a reading comprehension task. Studies like the above
and others came up with conflicting findings. The studies referred
to have all used English native speakers and generally elementary
school subjects. So far no research is known to have used English as
Second Language (or ESL) subjects. The main reason behind this
study was to use ESL subjects to establish whether indeed high
positive correlations exist between exceptionally good performance in

syntactic structures and reading comprehension.
1



Statement of the Problem

Chomsky (1969) has contended that the meaning of a sentence is
very much tied to the syntactic structure. Fries (1940) has similarly
observed that "the order of the words as they stand in a sentence has
become for modern English an important device to show grammatical or
structural relationships." According to these views, good perception
of syntactic units and sentence decoding should be positively cor-
related. For the English as Second Language (or ESL) students like
those in Nigeria, the relationship between the major forms af
language are still not clearly identified. Reading, structure and
lexis are known to be related but the degree to which such a relation-
ship exists has never been defined through research findings. The
question to be asked amounts to this: Is there any positive relation-
ship between performances in syntactic structure and reading compre-
hension in the ESL situation? If there is such a positive correlation,
how high is it?

Several descriptive terms are used in ESL circles. It is
necessary to specify those referred to in this study. In the ESL
situation, as in the Nigerian one, students are usually described
as falling into the following general categories which are determined
by ranges of scores in any of the official examinations:

80 and above - exceptional student

60-79 - very good student

50-59 - good student



40-49 - average student

below 40 - weak student
This pattern of description is used by the Cambridge University
School Certificate Examination Board, the West African Examination
Council, some testing syndicates and T.0.E,F.L. (Testing of English
as Foreign Language) based in America., These scores usually repre-
sent the overall performance of each candidate in the areas of
structure, comprehension, Texis and written composition. In this
study whenever a qualitative term regarding performance is used it
will have as its frameof reference the guidelines cited above.

One of the goals of the study was to use the findings to assess
the most viable of the reading models being advocated by the dif-
ferent theoreticians and identify which of the models is most rele-
vant to the ESL situation in Nigeria. For procedural convenience,
three main hypotheses were generated on a priori basis:

Hypothesis 1: There will be a positive correlation between
performances in syntactic structures and reading
comprehension.

Hypothesis 2: 65th year secondary students will do better than
3rd year secondary students in both syntactic
structures and reading comprehension, irrespective
of location.

Hypothesis 3: Urban secondary school students will do better
than the rural secondary school students in both

syntactic structures and reading comprehension,



Scope of the Study

Subjects were tested in 60 items of syntactic structures drawn
from four main areas and reading comprehension through two reading
passages accompanied with 20 sets of multiple-choice questions. The
syntactic structures were drawn from the following areas:

Complex verb form: The complex verb form plays an important

role in meaning interpretation and has a high rate of occurrence in

speech and text. Example (14) You needn't have gone there as he was

not expecting you. Fourteen items represented this syntactic form.

Paraphrase of content through alternations of Noun, Phrase, Verb

Phrase, Conditionals and Conjunctions: These syntactic alternations

regularly convey meaning in a non-literal sense. They are often used

independently or in combination. Example (45) His becoming the

supervisor meant discipline at all times. They constituted 12 items
in Section A (structure section) of the test.

Use of Pronouns: The pronouns help to show whether testees

recognize the link between pronouns and their referents, especially
where there are other potential candidates for the antecedent status.
Ten items in the structure section were selected to cover this area.
Example: (40) The director's wife was seriously i11 so we visited her.

Intra-sentence linkers and adverbials: These markers of linkage

and adverbials show how syntactic items could be used to modify or
change the meanings of statements, questions or observations. Such
Tinkers and adverbials constituted 10 items in the structure test.

Example: (32) Although it was windy, neither Moji nor Paul cared much.



Fourteen miscellaneous syntactic structures were included. These
covered the areas of Noun Phrase as subject or clausal subject, word
order, complementation, prepositions and determiners. These items were
intended to help show the subjects' overall sensitivity to syntactic
structures. What was expected was that it would be possible with these
selections to assess the subjects' recognition and use of specific
syntactic items as well as the general control of English.

The reading comprehension tests were selected to examine the
subjects' overall performance in absorbing the contents of passages.
Two different types of passages were used to examine reading compre-
hension. One passage was expository and the other was narrative.

These passages were selected for two main reasons. The ESL students
in Nigeria are usually tested with two types of texts so that each one
served approximately one area of interest. One passage may be

from the field of science while the other passage may be taken from the
arts. A text may be taken from a journal on agriculture while another
text may come from a novel or history book. In this study the
students selected as subjects were randomly chosen across the major
academic disciplines of science and arts. So selecting one type of
passage twice might have given undue advantage to some students. The
questions that accompany the two passages test four levels of compre-
hension: Tliteral comprehension, inferential comprehension, use of
world knowledge for text interpretation and knowledge of relative
words and their referents.

Both the reading comprehension tests and the tests on structures

in the study were constructed in line with or taken from a



standardized test - the West African School Certificate {or W.A.S.C.),
which has been designed after the Cambridge School Certificate
(British) (see Appendix A).

The subjects were drawn from the 5th and 3rd years of selected
Nigerian secondary schools. The difference in grades was intended {o
permit any major contrasts in performance to be revealed more prominently.

Foreign names and technical vocabulary items were altered or
modified in the questions on the tests. The names were changed to
reduce the Tevel of unfamiliarity of any subjects with the test items.
The lexical items were modified to ensure that performance in the pro-
posed tests was not constrained by Texical difficulties. In the fol-
lowing section a Took will be taken at some reTated_work done in the

area of the study.

Relevant Literature

Syntax and Syntactic Complexity: Since the second half of this

century, syntax has received attention from both psychologists and
linguists. Studies carried out by these specialists have looked
into the major characteristics of syntax and how these in turn in-
fluence the dynamics of reading comprehension. What in fact is
syntactic information?

One may start by first identifying the two other components of

language that generally overlap with syntax. These are phonology and =~

Texis. In every language the phonclogical system accounts for the
total scund units and the sequences of sound combinations possible

in that language. The lexis comprises the vocabulary items of the



language as well as their semantic meaning in specific contexts. Syn-
tax can in general terms, be regarded as the means by which words
combine into sentences. It is an aspect of language which is often
crucial to the interpretation of written or spoken material. In the
words of Foss and Hakes (1978):

When we concentrate upon the order and organization among

words we are dealing with the syntactic system. Syntax

is an important aspect of language, both because of its

role in determining the relationships between sound pat-

terns and meanings and because certain aspects of the

creative use of language can best be accounted for in

terms of syntax.

Pearson (1978) has similarly stated that "syntactic information
refers to the ordering relationships among words in sentences. Even
six-year olds possess a great deal of information about how words are
ordered within sentences to represent grammatically acceptable state-
ments."

Some of the main suggestions on the syntactic influence on
reading have been made by Fodor and Garrett (1967) and Bever (1970).
Essentially, these researchers claim that the language users (listeners
and readers) "have at their command a set of mental strategies by
which they segment sentences into constituents, classify constituents
and construct semantic representations for them."

When such language users encounter signals Tike determiners (or
articles), they assume they have the opening word in a new constituent.
The language user employs the same mental strategies to organize into

appropriate segmentations the other items of the sentence. When the

strategies fail to lead to some plausible conclusions the reader or



listener reassigns the available signals into more agreeable segmenta-
tions. This means simply that readers or listeners first identify the
signals that are present and classify them into their respective
groups, This epables them to identify such groups as noun phrases,
verb phrases, determiners, prepositional phrases, and sentence forms
1ike questions, inversion and fronting.

When the grammatical signals are correctly identified, they can
be used to integrate the different components of the sentence. This
identification will ultimately lead to some more or less full per-
ception of the content of the sentence or text. This is so because
the first part of the sentence, for example, the nbun phrase, may
identify a topic or some part of it, while the verb phrase will give
an account of scme sort in respect of that same noun phrase. The
prepositional phrase, if used, may register some qualification about
the same fopic. This is one way through which comprehension may be
arrived at. But it is certainly not the only route to comprehension.

Some linguists have argued that the surface grammatical clues
that could be relied on are scemetimes absent from certain sentences.
Qthers like Chomsky (1965) and Slebin (1972) have contended that
some surface features are not informative encugh and s0 readers or
listeners have to go beyond such surface signals to establish the
nature of relationship between the sentence parts. When this occurs
reading or listening comprehension is made more difficult.

The following excerpt adopted from a supplementary reader written

for Nigerian schools illustrates the ways inwhich grammatical units can



be identified and their inter-relationship employed to speed text

comprehension.

This is the hideout of a gang of robbers. The police

found it hidden deep in the forest. It is an old hut,

full of rats. There was even a nest of rats in a hat

on the floor of the hut. The pelice discovered the hut

during the rainy . season by following the ruts made

towards it by the tires of the robbers' truck. They

noticed that the truck running through the mud left a

track that ran to the hut. It was easy but long to

follow. After a long search the police found the truck

hidden in some bushes.

The central idea of the above paragraph can be gained through a
sensible utilization of the available syntactic and semantic informa-
tion. This main idea can be reduced to this: The police have dis-
covered the hideout of a gang of thieves. But the other supporting
information in the paragraph can only be adequately extracted through
a proper identification of word relations at both intra- and inter-
sentence levels. Such an identification will reveal that the first
pair of "it" refers to "hideout" but the third "it" refers to "“the
hut.” Readers ignorant of the mass form of plural would find it
difficult to link “"police" with the plural pronoun, "they." In ad-
dition when students, especially those at the secondary school Tlevel,
~get to the last pronoun, "it", the first reaction will be to associ-
ate this "it" with "hut", in the preceding sentence. This is
principally because young or inexperienced readers normaliy employ
the minimal distance principle while reading (C. Chomsky, 1969).

This involves the tandency of identifying the nearest noun as the

antecedent of a subsequent prongun. In the case of the cited para-

graph, however, semantic and world knowledge could be additionally
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used to confirm the correct antecedent for the particular pronoun in
question.

Several investigations have shown that the comprehensibility of
individual sentences can be judged by syntax. Such studies have
highlighted the Tevel of syntactic difficulty as a factor in the
access to comprehension, Wang (1970); Mehler (1963), Epstein (1961),
and Isakson (1975). FEach of these studies has Tooked into just one oar
two aspects of syntax. The findings of these investigations cannct,
therefore, be applied across the general area of syntax.

In the study undertaken, however, the broad range of syntaﬁtic
structures was taken as a good determinant of comprehension dif-
ficulty. Wang (1370) showed that syntactic difficulty is more than
just the length of sentence. Hamilton and Deese (1971) on their own
part observed that "comprehensibility is better for sentences in
which subjects and their predicates were immediate constituents than
for sentences in which they were discontinuous constituents «The present
study took a global view of syntax. Its main contention was that a
good knowledge of the different syntactic structures would predict a
parallel good performance in reading comprehension.

Two sets of tests were designed and these were presented to
secondary school subjects. Part A focused on syntactic structures
while Part B consisted of reading passages. The hypothesis was that
those who did well in the syntactic structures {with the score of 80%

and above) will do even better in the reading comprehension component.
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The theoretical basis for the study was the transfer of skills
across areas principle (TOSAAP). This, as the name suggests, stresses
that whatever skills that are shown in a particular area will have the
l1ikelihood of being transferable. This specifically envisages a stu-
dent skill1ful in handling the structural patterns of English being
equally efficient in comprehending larger texts in English.

The subjects of the study were LZ Tearners whose total exposure
to English was rather 1imited and peculiar. For one thing such L2
subjects come into the English learning situation after relative
maturity in their mother-tongues. A large group of them especially
those in the cosmopolitan areas acquire the use of jargonized English,
or pidgin, before learning English formally. Some linguists have there-
fore observed that when such individuals Tearn English
their productions and perceptions get interfered with by the deviant
and contrasting forms from pidgin and the mother-tongue respectively

(Spencer, 1971).

Syntactic Complexity and Sentence Decoding: Despite the fact

that investigations on syntax and its effects on reading comprehension
have been carried out from different perspective by various re-
searchers, 1ittle has been done to trace the direct Tink between
doing well in a test of syntactic structures and doing well in a test
on reading comprehension passages. The literature on English syntax
and its effects on reading will, therefore, encompass published
materials dealing with English sentences and the processing strategies

employed by readers of such sentences.
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Dan Slebin {1979) considered "the correct placement of clause
boundaries" a significant feature in the understanding of multi-clause
sentences. In textbooks, except those written specifically for the
lower elementary grades, there is usually a good proportion of com-
pound sentences. This directly imposes some challenge on the reader.
The problem is caused essentially by the necessity to distinguish
between what looks Tike the word groups. Slobin in his research -
"English Sentence Processing Strategies" - began by considering the
strategies used for identifying clause boundaries in English.
Identification of Constituent boundaries: One possible strategy is
this; the listener or reader assumes that an initial sequence of noun
and verb will be subject and verb of the same clause and that a fol-
lowing noun will be object of that clause, as in the follawing
examples c¢ited by Slobin,

1. The man sold the painting admired it,

2., The bomb rolled past the tent exploded.

On encountering sentence (1) above, the processor perceives the struc-
ture to reflect the noun-verb-noun pattern. But on realizing that the
sentence does not end with "painting," the processor will most prob-
ably carry out a re-analysis. This would be done by regrouping the
words in the sentence to something 1ike "the man who was sold the
painting admired it." Similarly in sentence (2) an initial analysis
would give the erroneous interpretation, "The bomb rolled past the
tent." Second attempt, after the false start, will show that the cor-

rect analysis is "The bomb which was rolled past the tent exploded.”
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The main support for the correct analysis in both of the above
examples is the fact that in English certain elements aof the sentence
are coptional and in these examples the omitted elements would be "that,"
the relative pronoun and the passive verb, "was."

Chapin, Smith and Abrahamson {1972), on their part, proposed a
different strategy for establishing Tinguistic boundaries. Theirs
rests on the main contention that the sentence processor seeks for the
speediest way of completing a clause that has begun. The processor
follows the most direct and Teast complicated route for establishing
clause units. Thus, these investigators have contended that as soon
as the processor notices what appears to be a grammatical unit he takes
the prompt decision to close up the grammatical unit so that he can
start another unit. If a string can be a NP it is assumed to be, "and
that the next element heard will be part of some subsequent constitu-
ent." These investigators remarked that such a strategy will not work
when sentences of unusual difficulty or pattern are presented to sub-
Jjects., |

S1obin has akcnowledged that cues are important facters in en-
abling language users to processsentences and identify correctly the
information carrying units. 1In his words,

Languages use a variety of devices to cue the part of

speech membership of words - prefixes, suffixes, gram-

matical particles and so forth. Such markers are es-

sential_to the operation of sentence processing

strategies.

Psycholinguistic experiments have been performed to determine the

effects of relative words on speed and accuracy of sentence comprehen-
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sion. Fodor and Garrett (1967) preéented subjects with sentences
which they were to paraphrase. Examples:

1) The man the dog bit died.

2) The man whom the dog bit died, |
Fodor and Garrett hypothesized the presence of the relative pronoun
should make a sentence less difficult to process "because the relative
pronoun provides a surface structure clue to semantically crucial deep
structure relationships."™ Thus, in the above pairs "whom" in sen-
tence (2) provides a surface signal and in this case confirms that the
noun, man, which precedes the pronoun "whom" functions as the under-
1ying aobject of a relationship in which "deg" is the underlying subject.

Participants in the experiment performed better when the relative
pronouns were present. This position remained constant whether the
sentences were presented orally or in the written form. Results from
such experiments have encouraged Slobin to remark that,

In short, it is much easier for people to figure out thé

meaning of such a sentence if they have relative pro-

nouns to guide them. These words serve as cues to more

clearly identify the constituents of the sentence,

Hakes and Cairns (1970) used the phoneme monitoring technique to
measure difficulty arising from absence of relative pronoun units.
Examples:

A. The tiger the gorilla chased was ferocious.

B. The tiger which the gorilia chased was ferocious.

Findings showed that it takes a longer time to detect the (g} phoneme

of "gorilla" when the relative proncun was absent,
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The main point of the above experiments centered on the processing
strategy employed by the listener or reader. When the meaning is taken
as the area of focus identifying sentence constituents cannot be re-
garded as the only activity required for accomplishing the task.

Filling Meaning into Discourse: A reader or listener does not go

only after propositions but also after the reasoning behind the
selection of some propositional form. One way through which total
meaning can be gained is to utilize the syntactic signals and look for
implications across sentences. Haviland and Clark (1974) studied this
approach to implications by requiring subjects to read and understand
pairs of sentences like:

1) Mary got some beer out of the car. The beer was warm.

2) Mary got some picnic supplies out of the car. The beer was
warm.

According to their findings the second sentence took more time to pro-
cess basically because the reader must himself come out with the
implication that the picnic supplies included some beer.

Clark and Haviland (1977) have described the discourse-related
dimension of sentence structure as resolving an unwritten agreement
between speaker and listeners about the use of language for commuica-
tion purposes. Under this tacit agreement,

...the speaker (or writer) agrees (a) to use given infor-

mation to refer to informaticn she thinks the listener

can uniquely identify from what he already knows and (b)

to use new information to refer to information she be-

Tieves to be true but is not already known to the
listener.
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In general what's given and what's newwill not be stated
overtly but both are usually revealed through the use of the appropri-
ate syntactic forms. The following are four sample sentences with

their given and new information.*

Sentence. ' Given and New Informatian

1. It is the boy who is petting Given: X is petting the cat
the cat : New: X = the boy

2. It is the cat which the boy is Given: The boy is petting X
petting. New: X = the cat

3. The one who is petting the Given: X is petting the cat
cat is the boy. New: X = the boy

4. What the boy is petting is Given: The boy is petting X
the cat. New: X = the cat

Irene Athey (1977) propeses that perhaps a hierarchy of dif-
ficulty for processing syntactic structures does exist. She repre-
sents such a scale in the following broad manner.

From: simpie to complex

familiar to unfamiliar
concrete to abstract
positive to negative
Athey presents a catalogue of structures that give children some

problem. She cites some studies to provide an expanded view of the

situation. Hutson and Shub {1974) found that children showed ability

*From Clark and Clark (1977, p. 93),
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to differentiate between the focus of "and" as opposed to that of "but.®
Children's understanding approximated to this that "clauses which have
a similar position on a dimension are joined with and, clauses which
have contrasting positions on a dimension are joined with but." Hutson
and Shub found that syntactic violations were greater in sentences
calling for but than in those calling for and. This, Athey states,
would suggest that but as a syntactic item presents a heavier 1in--
guistic burden on users of English. No specific details were provided
on the relative degrees of difficulty identified between the two items,

Athey makes some reference to C. Chomsky (1972) who looked at
different syntactic constructions and the problems they pose for
children's comprehension. In the example cited: The doll is eaﬁy to
see - Children naturally see this as similar to sentences like: The
boy is eager to play. Chomsky found that the structures involving the
following: easy, promise, ask, and although pose problems for
children,

One main cause of potential confusion here is surface and deep

structures. Take the verbs promise and ask. In the following

sentences they both appear to have identical syntactic character-
jstics. But this is true only at the surface level as shown by the
analysis.

A. John promised Bill to come.

B. John asked Bill to come.
In Both A and B John is the subject of the verb "promised," John also

appears to be the subject of the second verb "to come" but in reality
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John is5 the subject of the two verbs in sentence A. In sentence B,
Bi1l is the subject of the second verp "to come."

.Afhey assesses the psycholinguistic view that simple, aﬁtive
affirmative declarative (or SAAD) sentences are easier to comprehend
than the non-SAAD ones. She contends that while this may be essen-
tially true there are instances when familiarity with certain types of
statements would neutralize the SAAD or non-SAAD features. She says,
"...we seem to respond, in some cases, directly to the meaning, while
ignoring the syntactic structures of the sentence." What is being
stressed here js that at times experience or intuition makes it pos-
sible to short-circuit syntax during the processing of sentences.

Athey also discusses the concept of relational dimension to our
lexicon. Several sentences in English, she says, reflect our choice of
forms in the context of a relational concept. One example would bethis:
At 6 feet 1 inch Matthews seems short for a basketball piayer. If this
sentence ended after seems short mest readers would find the sentence
interpretation perplexing. This is because & feet 1 inch is far above
the average height of man,

Athey acknowledges the definitely strong contribution of semantics
in the comprehension process. Words, in her opinion, are by their
role and form, relevant cues which good readers explore to advantage
while working through their text.

Athey reviews some of the other methods previously used to test
syntactic complexity. Distribution of parts of speech:; This was

found unsatisfactory since Temnlin (1957) showed that ycunger and older
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children used the same proportion of verbs.

Sentence Length: The weakness in this has been that often sen-
tence shortening may lead to syntactic difficulty. Donaldson and
Wakes {1970} showed children having a greater tendency to say "that one's
blue and that one's blue"” rather than “they are blue" or "both are
blue." For the same reason clause length is not an adequate determin-
ant of complexity. However, degree of subordination could reflect the
level of syntactic complexity.

Athey's paper is general but it shows some breadth and balance.
She demonstrates a broad awareness of the different arguments on the
syntactic contributions to language productions and comprehension. Even
though her paper focuses mainly on syntax and comprehension processing
in children,it is believed that some of Athey's observations are
applicable to adult learners particularly those in the L2 situation.

Fagan (1971) carried out some research to determine if the
reading comprehension of grades 4, 5, and 6 pupils was affected by the
number and/or types of transformations in the language of the passage
they were requested to read. Forty-three transformations were
identified for analysis and these were grouped in § categories -
Embedding, Conjoining, Deletion, Simple Transformation and Position
Shift. Fagan worked with the hypothesis "that both the occurvence
of certain transformations within a sentence and the difficulty of
individual words would contribute to children®s comprehension of a
text.” This hypothesis agrees with Fagan's basic position that both

vocabulary and syntax play contributaory roles in the perception of
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sentence meanings. But one of the related interest areas for Fagan
was to assess the relative contribution of each to sentence perception.
The findings showed that difficulty hinged more on transformation.
Fagan, therefore, came up with the conclusion that syntactic effect is
more critical on the overall sentence perception than is the semantic
effect.

Part I of Fagan's research was made up of an analysis of the
syntactic structures of two passages taken randomly from basal readers
commonly used within the children's educational environment. These
were used as a basis for identifying the 43 transformations. Students
were tested by means of the Cloze technique. The results showed the
following structures to be the most difficult for the students in
approximately this order: Appositive; -- ing nominalization; pronoun --
genitive; Common Element Deletion;and Negative.

Merits of the Research: This has added to the growing opinion
that there might indeed be some hierarchy of difficulty within the
area of syntax, Because the passages used came from students' texts
they would more likely have higher functional value.

Some observations made from the above investigations may not be
exactly applicable to L2 subjects. After assessing instances in
which the reader or listener has to fill in gaps of information
through the use of devices for drawing implications, Clark and Clark
(1977) made the observation that,

Speakers cannot be bothered to spell out each tiny bit

of information they refer to, and so they leave the most
obvious pieces for listeners to supply...
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Such points as the above may work very successfully for native
speakers. But in the case of L2 subjects the tendency is that a
minimum level of syntactic clues must be provided before subjects
can successfully draw plausible implications from the text or
utterance.

There is need to find out specifically the areas of strength
and weakness in the L2 users of English. The study of syntactic
complexity and its effects on reading was aimed at helping to confirm
or dismiss the accuracy of the following contention that, those who
read well at the secondary school level are most likely to possess a
good grasp of the major syntactic structures of English. The
typical L2 students who have developed some high amount of proficiency
in the area of syntactic structures will normally be able to handle
successfully other language dimensions, like reading comprehension.

Several theoretical propositions have been advanced regarding
reading as it relates to this study. The serial process has been
proposed by Gough (1972). This posits the letter-by-letter visual
analysis of the material before the reader. The visual orthographic
analysis leads to a positive recognition of the words and eventually
the sentence by means of phonemic encoding. According to this model
the higher processesof semanticand syntactic computations do not
influence such lower processes as the orthographic and phonemic
analysis. This is strictly a bottom-up approach to reading and under its
strategy semantic clues should have no effect on determining meaning

outcomes and as Brewer (1972) has pointed out, Gough's medel "predicts
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no effect of anticipated structure, since structure is never pra-
dicted; it is only derived in a letter-to-word-to-phrase order."

This appreoach tc reading would imply that a reader's performance on
texts and individual sentences shauld not differ {n any remarkable
degree. This conflicts with the findings of some other researchers

who have worked on the perception and production of words in isolation
and words in discourse context. Perfetti and Goldman (1974} found that
recall was higher for a sentence when it was part of a paragraph than
when such a sentence was in isolation,

The top-down or hypothesis test approach has been proposed by
Neisser {1967), Smith {1971) and Goodman (1967). The emphasis of this
model is the set of anticipatery cues made use of by the reader. These
" theorists conceive of the reader as utilizing "redundancy and inference
to reduce uncertainty about the text." Neisser even goes further to
picture reading as "externally guided thinking." What the reader
anticipates include words and their identity, grammatical units and
their inter-relationships as well as gaps and assumptions to be under-
stood through the utilization of world knowledge. In general the
type of predictiveness conceived here probably refers to the 1in-
guistic elements of high frequency and these elements will be marked
out by production repetitiveness, co-occurrence tendency and
associativity. This model has supporters, prominenit among whom is
Johnson (1965}. He performed experiments on how the organizational
structure of sentences can affect recall. Sentences used include;

The tall boy served the dying woman.
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The house across the street is burning.

Johnson hypothesized that most errors of retention would occur
between major syntactic units rather than within them. One reason is
the tendency to store information in probable syntactic ward groups.
Johnson's findings supported the hypothesis that the organizational
structure of sentences follows some typical patterns and these in
turn have important effects on recall. The critics of the hypothesis
test model include Wildman and Kling (1978-1979) whose reactions have
been summed up in their own words,

It seems reasonable to assume that most of our reading

materials is neither redundant nor predictive enough to

allow advance production of a significant number of words.

Wholly predictable materials would hardly be worth reading.

Normal syntactic and semantic context could not support a

hypothesis test method of reading.

A third theoretical approach to reading is based on the schema
model. Rumelhart {1975}, Ortony {1977), Schank and Abeison (1975) are
prominent among those who identify the schema {(plural is schemata) as a
notion central to the comprehension process. In recent years more and
more critics have asked the question, "What is the schema?" In the
words of Rumelhart,

A schema is an abstract representation of a generic con-

cept for an object, event or situation. Internally a

schema consists of a network of inter-relationships among

the major constituents of the situation represented by

the schema. Moreogver, a schema is said to account for any

situation that can be considered an instance of the general

concept it represents,

Let us look at the following sentence: "The teacher entered the

class.” As we enccunter the above we try to reconstruct the event

described, We employ certain scripts or skeletal props on which to
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base an overall frame for the event or situation being built up in our
minds. The concepts that come to the surface during our thinking would
not have been mentioned in the text. Specifically one would imagine
that as the teacherwalked in, there would most likely be some amount
of silence. Class would just be about to begin. Many of the students
would be looking at the teacher directly. There would be several

other detailed possibilities depending on the physical location and

the level of participants involved. One of the assumptions of the pro-
ponents of the schema theory is that it gives an accurate set of guide-
lines on what situation or picture is to be conjured up in our minds.
But Rumelhart (1977) quickly added some qualifications when he stated
that,

(i) Schemata can differ with respect to the degree of detail
with which they account for a situation.

(ii) Ordinarily, a situation is not accounted for by a single
schema, but by a set of inter-related schemata.

Despite such clarification, it is still not known how much of the
schema notion is dependent on features like culture and shared back-
ground. Let us look again at the example just cited: "The teacher
entered the classroom." In the Nigerian school situation anyone who
read this sentence would have the following schema in his mind: "The
teacher entered; students all quiet; students all stood up; students
exchanged greetings with the teacher; class leader or someone near the
door moved to help the teacher with whatever he was carrying...."

A1l these extensions are, by and large, due to the cultural setting
within which the students l1ive. It is most unlikely that the

schemata generated in the minds of the American reader would tally



25

point by point with those of the Nigerian reader. The pro-schema
researchers would probably insist that the broad generalities are
approximations that are adequate or useful in guiding the average
reader or listener. The process of comprehension has therefore been
seen to be primarily related to the schema notion. That has en-
couraged Rumelhart to propose the following definition.

The process of comprehension is taken to be identical to

the process of selecting and verifying conceptual schemata

to account for the situation or text to be understood.

The above references made to other studies and the different
theories of reading reviewed all confirm that there is no Qtatement
that could be pointed at as the universally accepted definition of
reading. Neither is there a set of factors unequivocally proclaimed
as being responsible for reading difficulties, especially among poor
readers. What some of the researchers have identified as causes of
reading problems have been described by others as contributing in no way
to the difficulties readers encountered, Fagan (1971), for instance,
found grammatical complexity in the form of sentence transformations to
be a source of reading difficulty. Pearson (1974), on the contrary,
found that grammatical complexity was often a catalyst to comprehen-
sion and recall rather than an obstacle.

The models of reading presented show that quite apart from the
theoretical approaches of analysis by synthesis, hypothesis test and
schema, some other models have also been proposed. Most of "these
others" could be reduced to the interactive models which integrate
the heuristic constraints of the hypothesis test approach with the

decoding process characteristic of the bottom-up models. Anticipation
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is seen as a key feature with these interactive models. Before ortho-
graphic decoding takes place, semantic and syntactic cues are employed
to narrow down the candidates for the interpretative decision.

What is not known, however, is the most viable of these models
for the Lz Tearners. In ESL circles, opinions vary as to how much
influence and in what direction syntax and reading could influence
each other. It was expected that findings from the study would shed
more light on what are the main patterns of influence in reading.

The findings were also expected to reveal which of the reading models
could be considered as the most useful in an ESL program.

Statements about performances by Nigerian students in English
can only be meaningful if they are looked at against some well-
established background realities. The patterns of some of these
linguistic features are so intricate that they cannot be referred to
without a digression, in extenso, to the language situation in
Nigeria. For instance, it is suggested in some quarters that students
whose parents or guardians pay meticulous attentionto the forms and
selections in their indigenous languages perceive exceptionally well
the nuances of meaning represented by the structures of whatever lang-
uage such students go on to learn. Other aspects of the prevailing
condition includes the belief that certain students can never do well
in English because they come from certain linguistic groups. This is
why some Nigerian accents have now been taken as the shibboleth for
would-be failure in English.

The next chapter looks closely at the linguistic situation in

Nigeria.



CHAPTER TWO
ENGLISH AND THE NIGERIAN LINGUISTIC ENVIRONMENT

English and the Indigenous Nigerian Languages

Despite the attainment of political independence in 1960, Nigeria
(60 million, 1963 Census) has retained English as her national
official language. So far no clear-cut analysis or description has
been made of the structural or sociological relationship between the
various indigenous languages. Certain Nigerian languages that are
not exactly identical do nevertheless share strong linguistic common-
alities in the areas of syntax, lexis and phonology. These resemb-
lances are so strong in some cases that they have led to a situation
where some of the languages could indeed be lTooked at as dialects of
some more widely spoken language.

In 1971 Professor Bamgbose made the following observation,

It is estimated that there are 400 different languages

in Nigeria. Three of these languages (Hausa 15,000,000

speakers; Yoruba 10,000,000 speakers; Igbo 6,000,000

speakers, 1963 Census) are often referred to as the major

languages of the country but very few persons speak more

than one of these languages. In practice therefore

English is the only effective medium of communication

between Nigerians from different linguistic backgrounds

(Bamgbose in Spencer, p. 36).
Many observers would disagree with Bamgbose's view on the proportion
of Nigerians who speak more than one major Nigerian language, This
is because in hundreds of thousands of cases both economic inter-

dependence and marriages across ethnic lines have helped to produce

individuals who have come to possess more than one home language or
27
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L1. Such special circumstances have in addition to heightening the
degree of bilingualism increased both the physical and linguistic
proximity between some of the different languages. It would therefore
be misleading or inaccurate to describe the languages in Nigeria as
mutually unintelligible. Perhaps of the twelve or so main languages
only half a dozen -- Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo, Kanuri, Tiv, and Fulfulde --
fit into that description of being mutually unintelligible. In
reality millions of Nigerians could be described as polyglots because
of their mastery of some of these Nigerian languages which are not
necessarily related in structure or origin.

There are some striking basic differences between these languages
and English. The differences are borne out mainly in the areas of
phonology and syntax. English has more vowels and consonants than
any of these Nigerian languages.

In Hausa initial consonant clustersare practically non-existent.
This imposes limitations on Hausa-speakers learning English, In
Hausa (f) and (p) sounds are generally used interchangeably. The

following examples illustrate the point:

Hausa English
fi

pit: go out
;m field

Often too (f) is interchangeable with (h) as in:

s
tsofo
tsoho old
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In Igbo initial (r) and (1) occur in free variation whilst in
Yoruba (s) and (z) have pronunciation. Hausa-speakers have
some difficulty with the English initial sounds of (©) and (3) as in
think and though, respectively. In addition, a Hausa speaker at the
beginning level of English would tend to differentiate 1ittle or not
at all within these pairs of English words:

1. fit 2, feel 3. fear 4, fork 5. fan

pit peel peer pork pan
The Yoruba learner on the other hand would face a different set of
difficulties. He would generally have some problem with giving the
appropriate phonemic value to the English sounds (s), (z) and (ts) as
in seal, zeal and chill, respectively. Consequently the Yoruba learner
of English would constantly fail to make any distinctions in separate
items 1ike the pairs below:

1. sue 2. sulk 3. sell 4. seal 5. sick 6. sip

Z00 chalk shell zeal chick zip
In the case of the Igbo speaker the distinction difficulty would arise
when such pairs 1ike the following are encountered:

1. Tent 2. lag 3. loan 4. late 5. lung 6. lock

rent rag road rate rung rock
At the syntactic level there occur significant similarities as well
as differences between English and the Nigerian languages., As is
true of English the Nigerian languages have the basic pattern of
subject-verb-object (S.V.0.). Examples from Yoruba language:

Obirin yen fe ra iwe meta

Girl  the wants to buy bock three
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(The girl wants to buy three books.)

In the area of subject-verb agreement the marker of concord in the
Nigerian languages may not necessarily be carried by the verb. In '
this particular respect the languages have a lower degree of redun-
dancy than English. In Yoruba, for instance, such grammatical
relation might be shown by the attachment of a particle to the subject
noun without any change occurring in the verb. The plural form of the
above example would serve to illustrate this point:

Obirin won yen fe ra iwe meta

Girl these want to buy book three

(Those girls want to buy three books.)

In structure especially with regard to syntactic relations, Hausa
is very different from the rest of Nigeria's languages. This, among
other things, is essentially why Greenberg (1966) has classified
Hausa as belonging to the Afro-Asiatic language family whereas Yoruba
and most other Nigerian languages belong to the Niger-Congo family
group. Hausa is very much like English in its superfluous use of
markers. A sentence with a plural noun will, for instance, attract
a plural adjective, determiner and verb, Example:

Wani baba mutum yana zuwa

An important person is coming
In plural form the above becomes

Wandansu manya mutane suna zuwa

Some important persons are coming
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The Nigerian languages fall into two groups with regard to their
noun phrase (NP) behavior, Hausa is, again, similar to English in
having the NP pattern of Determiner + Adjective + Noun (Headword).
Example:

wannan sabon shekara

this new year
But Yoruba, Igbo and most other Nigerian languages have their nouns
followed by adjectives, which is unlike the English form., Example
from Yoruba:

Obirin kekere kan

girl small a

(a small girl)

The above descriptions have concentrated on what would constitute
the Tearners' problems while learning English in Nigeria. The
picture has also portrayed the fact that Nigerian learners of English

do not fall within one neat single learning group,

Influences of Culture, Government Policies and Pidgin English

The structural distance between English and égéughé%;é6ous
Nigerian languages does inhibit progress in English learning., In
anthropological linguistics some scholars argue further that one's
culture sheds a strong influence on the dominant interpretation that
one makes at any given socio-linguistic situation. This automatically
suggests that the responses made by the foreign learner of English

especially at the semantic cum syntactic level might not necessarily

tally with those of the native speakers, It is equally plausible
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to speculate that even among the various socio-ethnic groups in

Nigeria linguistic interpretations of daily experiences would be

different. As Clyde Kluckhohn (1962) has said,
Every language is a special way of looking at the world
and interpreting experiences. Concealed in the structure
of each different language are a whole set of unconscious
assumptions about the world and 1ife in it. The anthro-
pological linguist has come to realize that the general
ideas one has about what happens in the world outside
oneself are not altogether "given" by external events.
Rather, up to a point, one sees and hears what the gram-
matical system of one's language has made one sensitive
to, has trained one to look for in experience. This
basis is the more insidious because everyone is so

unconscious of his native language as a system...
(Kluckhohn in Anderson, p. 45?

In 1977 the Nigerian federal government declared Hausa, Yoruba
and Igbo as "the three major languages of the country besides English"
and that each child "should be encouraged to learn one of them." The
foregoing has not been the only perplexing side to the multilingual
situation of the country. Ever since the advent of international
trade that involved Europeans of Spanish, Portuguese, French and
English backgrounds, another variety of English called pidgin had
evolved in Nigeria, especially in the coastal south, Its growth was
quickly enhanced in the early 20th century through commercial
activities across ethnic lines. Theoretically when two or more lang-
uages come incontact onemajor possible consequence is the developmentof
a "completely" new and different medium or approximate language.
Pidgin is an approximation of one or more of the languages that are

in contact. Jespersen calls it "jargonized language", while Hockett

(1964) has called it "substitute language".
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In describing the Nigerian pidgin the Nigerian phonetician,
B. Mafeni (1971) stated among other things that,

Although the different varieties or dialects of Nigerian

pidgin are nearly all mutually intelligible, they vary

in the identity of thevernacular languages which con-

tribute or have contributed to their phonological,

lexical and syntactical resources---Some of the vari-

ation deriving from this difference of substrate is con-

stantly being reduced by certain standardizing influ-

ences such as the increasing mobility of people within

the country (itself a cause of the spread of pidgin),

inter-tribal marriage, the radio...(Mafeni in Spencer,

p. 97).
Today one could add to the 1ist of standardizing influences. This
would include the television, imported films and popular pamphlets.
The arrival of the television with the consequent influx of American
films, especially those with snatches of Black Vernacular English
(or BEV) as well as incessant radic and television advertisements in
pidgin have all given this "substitute language" a new crescendo in
Nigeria.

The structural and syntactic forms of pidgin do not bear much
resemblance to English, Instead it is more or less an extension of
the typical indigenous Nigerian language - Yoruba, The following

characteristics are the most prominent for pidgin English:

Syntactic Simplification

Generally inflection is absent and syntactic relations are
indicated by particles or auxiliary words. But auxiliary verbs as
known in English are not used, There is an absence of the morpho-
logical units like - ed, for past tense or - s for plural forms. In

pidgin English, words are monomorphemic so the formation of plural is



achieved through the use of an additional word that relates to the
headword, as in:

singular: pikin (child)

plural: pikin dem (children)

Typically speakers of pidgin avoid consonant clusters and insert vowels
between such consonants when met. Example: stupid-situpid.

In general, English and pidgin English have had a symbiotic kind
of relationship in Nigeria. The just-out-of-school kind of reader
usually functions at the semi-standard cum pidgin level of English,
This particular situation was noted by Obiechina (1972) when he stated
that,

The authors, constantly aware of the educational limit-

ations of their readers, control their language and style

to take care of such limitations. Thus, Cletus Nwosu

says in his pamphlet 'I have made the book as simple as

possible so that an averagely intelligent schoolboy can

enjoy it without his dictionary by his side.' By and

large, however, the popular market literature appeals

mainly to new literates and the lower level of the

literate group which has a constant demand for light,

simple reading matter (p. 11).

Characteristics of the Nigerian Situation

When observed from a socio-linguistic perspective the circum-
stances and features described have led to a situation in Nigeria
that looks like this:

a. Most students are bilingual or at least demonstrate some

semblance of being so.

b. The excessive pressure on the government and school system

has made the professional training of teachers a secondary

consideration. Students are therefore often thrust under
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the custody of those who themselves are in need of guidance
by way of L2 production and perception.

c. The textbooks used have often been imported prints that re-
flect in little or no manner the peculiar socio-linguistic
circumstances of Nigeria.

d. International exposure, economic boom and historical experi-
ences have led to the spread of contrasting educational out-
comes. On the one extreme is what could be called the
pidgin-type education and on the other the private-school
model. While the former belongs to the average member of
the society and the latter to the fortunate few, a good
proportion of the population is caught between the two poles.

Figure 1 below captures the student's dilemma, He is caught

between some circles the Tines of which have neither developed nor

dovetailed.

English
RP,SAE,EWAE)

Nigerian
Languages
(Ly's)

Pidgin English
(LWC)

Figure 1. The Nigerian Student and His Multilingual Environment.
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Figure 1 (Continued)

Key to Abbreviations: RP-Received Pronunciation; SAE-Standard American
English; EWAE-Educated West African English;
LWC-Language of Wider Communication; L]'s-

First Languages.
(Also see maps and charts in Appendix)

The main qualities of the pre-1960 Nigerian students in educational
terms were assumed to have included:

a) The ability to use words in expressions with some fair amount
of confidence. More than this was the highly treasured skill of pas-
sing examinations, a feature that was indicative more of a response
flair than of a general language ability.

b) The area of grammar and reading witnessed an excessive emphasis
on memorization and stilted imitation, respectively, Yet despite these
weaknesses the few educated Nigerians were regarded with high esteem.
Some observers felt that the enlightened minority showed a good account
of themselves in academic performance. This, as it were, overshadowed
the students' inadequacies in the different language areas Tike grammar
and reading.

One of the most intriguing and persistent questions of English in
Nigeria is determining specifically the level at which Nigerian users
of the language operate. Whether one thinks about the population in
general or the students in particular the picture is blurred. The
prevailing conditions have drawn various comments including those
from Bamgbose (1971) to the effect that,

The point about English in Nigeria is not that it is dif-

ferent from British or American English. It is rather
that there are several varieties of English ‘ranging from
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something very near standard English to the patois of the
market place.' (Grieve 1964, Bamgbose in Spencer, p. 39),

It is the view of the present writer that only a systematic in-
vestigation could lead to some detailed knowledge of the specific levels
of Nigerians' performance in the different areas of English.

Through a carefully organized investigation, like the study under-
taken, it might become easy to locate those areas of language skills
the Nigerian students have gained mastery in. If, for instance, the
students have been trained or drilled to answer well questions on
syntactic structures, this would show through their performance on
the tests given the selected subjects. Ordinarily it would be useful
and informative to know if good performance in the area of syntactic
structures is indicative of a very high level of language skills.
Sometimes a good performance in such areas like syntactic structures
reflects the fact that such students have been successfully drilled
in making the correct responses to questions under examination con-
ditions. Thus, it is the case that in many instances what is shown
by an examination score is usually a far cry from what the students
are capable of producing in actual 1ife situations. Unfortunately
this dimension, interesting though it is, could not be taken up in
the study. The scores obtained by the students in the tests were to
be taken at their face value and accepted as a true index of such a
student's standing in the area concerned. In this particular regard
the reading comprehension tests are usually more reliable. This is
essentially because the students are generally called upon to utilize

the same skills of organization and discrimination that they normally



would use in out-of-class or non-examination situations,

There are two other characteristics which a detailed investigation
Tike this study was expected to help provide more information about.
These were: 1) the culture-related aspects of students' grammatical
selections from their responses to certain questions, and 2) the level
of world knowledge possessed by students, especially while reading at
the secondary school level.

Cultural traits do influence the grammatical productions of ESL
students in Nigeria. Such influence spans across the areas of phon-
ology, vocabulary and syntax. If we take the area of syntax we ob-
serve that certain kinds of constructions have become "standard forms"
in Nigeria even though these constructions deviate from Standard
English (or Received Pronunication) or Standard American English. An
example is the present continuous tense. In Nigerian English this
form is used in instances where Standard English would normally use
present simple. The Nigerian construction is probably an outgrowth of
the major indigenous languages. An example is:

"What's your father's profession?" the visitor asked,

"He is selling books," the student replied,

The interesting point here is that even though the above response could
be acceptable standard English in some contexts, in this particular
instance it should normally be inappropriate, For many Nigerian ESL
students the "-ing" marker does not convey a time focus different

from that revealed by the present simple tense. It is therefare

common to see that the difference in aspect is not usually indicated.

Whether such a difference in aspect will be recognized when used is
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another matter. The concept of time is a basic feature of English
syntax. The failure to use it is often indicative of a narrowness in
syntactic awareness. It is expected that the study would help trace the
patterns of influence between English and the major indigenous lang-
uages.

The ESL circumstance makes it impossible for the Nigerian students
to have a good background in some of the themes, or settings or ideas
presented in the reading material. This situation naturally increases
the challenge posed by the unfamiliar elements in a text. Exactly
how much such a limited general background or world knowledge reduces
the students' reading performance is not known. But the contribution
of world knowledge to successful reading has been emphasized by
language specialists including 01ler (1970) and Athey (1977). The
study was expected to make an important contribution by tracing some
of the impact of this limited world knowledge on ESL readers,

The foregoing paragraphs have only touched generally on the back-
ground characteristics considered relevant in discussing the general
language competence of ESL studénts in Nigeria. Some of the points
made are so general that they will only become more informative if
supported with the necessary data. At the onset of this study, it was
considered feasible to use a set of test items to tap the patterns of
Nigerian students' performances with syntactic structures and reading
comprehension.

In Chapter Three a closer look is taken at the selection and

validation of test items and procedures of the study.



CHAPTER THREE
SELECTION AND VALIDATION OF TEST ITEMS AND PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study was two-fold: 1) to investigate the
performances of ESL secondary school subjects (in Nigeria) with
syntactic structures and reading comprehension, and 2) to establish
whether there would or would not be high positive correlations between
performances with syntactic structures and reading comprehension.

Another aim of the study was to compare the 3rd year subjects
with the 5th year subjects. This comparison was to ascertain whether
there would or would not be any significant differences between the
two groups based on the duration of exposure to English.

The study was also intended to show whether the difference in
location between urban and rural schools did or did not carry signifi-
cant consequences in linguistic performances.

This chapter deals with the following aspects of the study: test
items which were used to elicit responses (at both the pilot test and
the final test stages) that would indicate the subjects' specific
levels of syntactic and reading skills, the validation of the test

items and the procedures of the study.

Test Items

Language learning has for ages been inundated with floods of
theories and views, many of which have been diametrically opposed to
one another, These conflicting theories have in turn led to diverse

opinions on second language teaching and practices. The greatest of

40
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these controversies has, in the words of Chomsky (1965), ranged between
the empiricists and the rationalists. The empiricists, on the one

hand, have propounded that language is habit-formation which is,
therefore, very much tied to the notion of stimulus-response. The
rationalists, on the other hand, have proposed that language's most
pronounced feature involves its innateness. These rationalists have,
on the strength of the innateness hypothesis, emphasized the spontan-
eity with which humans acquire language.

As a consequence of the above conflicting views imitation through
mechanical pattern drills is emphasized by the behaviorist-inclined
language experts; whereas the believers in the spontaneous growth of
language have stressed free communicative classroom exchanges or pro-
ductions. Since language learning, especially in the ESL situation
represents a combination of the opposing views described, any well-
designed test in the ESL situation must include both mechanical and
communicative skills.

One practical way through which the language attainment of
learners could be measured is by the use of proficiency tests. As
Croft (1972) has stated,

At times we need to know whether a student is proficient

enough in English to perform certain tasks or undertake

a training program where English is the language of

instruction. We prepare a proficiency test to help make

this determination. The score in a proficiency test
is an indicator of English ability.
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The transformational-generative linguists like Chomsky (1957,
1968) distinguish between competence and performance, deep and surface
structures. These transformationalists analyze language at four main
levels: syntactic, phonetic, semantic and lexical. In ESL context
the main components of language are listening, speaking, reading and
writing (Rivers, 1968) which are generally learned approximately in
that sequence. At the beginning of a language program, students
learn to listen to the correct oral productions of the target language.
During this early learning period the students also learn to produce
the correct sound combinations of the language being studied. Writing
is concerned with combining correctly words and word groups to convey
different meanings. Reading involves identifying the relations between
orthographic units and the sounds they represent. The Tistening and
reading dimensions are of particular importance. For as Sydney Sako
(1972) has observed,

The listening and reading comprehension test is probably

used more than any other combination to measure the

integrated language skills, This type of test produces

scores that correlate highly with success of predicting

students' ability to acquire instruction in English.

Because English is a widely used international medium of contact
and because of its special functional status in the ESL environment,
the spoken form of English has gained increased attention. Normally
for an English test to be useful and functional in such circum-
stances the test should cover all the major areas of English, For
as Heaton (1974) has stated,

It can thus be argued that fluency in English - a person's

ability to express facts, ideas, feelings and attitudes
clearly and with ease, in speech and in writing and his
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ability to understand what he hears or reads - can best be

measured by tests which evaluate performance in the

language skills. Auditory and reading comprehension

tests, oral interviews and essays assess performances

in those Tanguage skills in real life.

But desirable as this might be, oral English testing, especially
in the ESL situation, is always highly involved and time-consuming.
With regard to this study it was decided that the best way to
accommodate the oral production component to a proficiency test in
English was to have the oral component subsumed under dialogs. These
dialogs centered on different structural/semantic forms with the
questions framed in a manner that suggested the center of interest,
¥::EsAfrican School Certificate and Cambridge School Certificate-Type

The English language has become so intimately tied up with
science and technology and international politics that testing English
in itself has exploded into a booming business. Thus, there are today
several English language proficiency examinations, e.g., the Cambridge
Proficiency Examination, the Michigan Tests and the Testing of
English as Foreign Language (TOEFL). Such tests in the words of
Davies (1977) “all imply that a common standard is being applied to
all comers."

To test the ESL Nigerian students' language proficiency a test in
syntactic structures and reading comprehension was partially adopted
and partially designed. The investigator scrutinized past West
African School Certificate and Cambridge School Certificate examin-

ations. Sixty questions on syntactic structures and 20 on reading

comprehension were pooled together, The syntactic structure questions



formed Part I and the reading comprehension ones formed Part 2. The
syntactic structure questions covered four major syntactic areas
while the miscellaneous items covered other general structural forms.
The four syntactic structures were the following:
Complex Verb Phrase

This involved the use in one verb phrase of several modals or

modals and auxiliaries together with the main verb. Example:

*[26] But for the timely arrival of the police, the suspect
......... by the angry crowd.
Each question was followed by a set of possible answers, with the
subject being directed to select the most appropriate option:

A. will be lynched C. was being lynched

B. was lynched D. would have been lynched.

In most Nigerian languages the different forms of the past tense
are represented by just one verb - the main verb in the simple Englis
sentence. This feature of just one verb in the Nigerian languages
makes those languages different than English where some shades of the
past, like the past continuous and the past perfect, are reflected by
the addition of modals or auxiliaries to the main verb. Such com-
binations help to bring out the specific aspects of time carried by
the verb unit. But the extension of the main verb through the in-
clusion of modals and/or auxiliaries automatically makes the verb

unit more complex for the ESL learners.

*Actua1 number on final test is indicated in brackets,

L

h
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Often the surface arrangement of some pieces of information makes
it impossible for the ESL learner to identify which piece of infor-
mation actually preceded the other. The short episode below would
pose some problem for the typical ESL learner especially if such a

learner is required to resolve the actual sequence of the episode.

Ade walked to his Mustang car
He unlocked the door

He had brought out the key

Only the skillful and alert ESL user of English would recognize that
in the actual chain of actions the activity in the last sentence

above preceded the action in the second sentence. Thus a deep level
understanding will imply further rearranging the chain of actions in

the following manner:

Ade walked to his Mustang car

He unlocked the door

e|had] brought out the key|(sequence shift effected)

(moda* excluded)

Thus, a good grasp of the modal would help indicate that "had" in the
last sentence specifies the actual order of occurrence of the in-
dividual actions contained in the short narrative.

Several grammarians have suggested that the verb may be the
most significant part of the sentence. The main reason for this

observation is that change in time perspective or function in a
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sentence is usually indicated by alternation of the verb form. Some
examples from the test items will clarify this point.

[26] But for the timely arrival of the police, the suspect

....... ...by the angry mob.

A. will be lynched C. was being lynched

B. was lynched D. would have been lynched

Option A: This provides a strong distractor especially for the
ESL reader who can correctly paraphrase the first part of the sentence
to something like: "If the timely arrival of the police hadn't
occurred...." However, even though "will" shows a time notion the
form carried by "will" eliminates the sense of "future in the past."
The idea conveyed by the first part of the sentence reveals that the
information contained in that clause unit has a past bearing. This is
reinforced by the phrase "the timely arrival."

OptionB: This carries an assertive completion of the information
initiated by the first part of the sentence. However, the lexical
item "but" signals that the meaning carried by the first part of the
sentence should be in contradistinction with the parallel clause in the
second part of the sentence. Thus, the only kind of syntactic unit
that would make sense is a non-assertive clause. This requirement
rules out Option B but a reader who did not pay attention to lexical
signals as potential carriers of grammatical meaning would miss this
important point.

Option C: This might be considered a plausible unit for com-

pleting that which was started in the first part of the sentence.
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However, it is disqualified on the grounds that the meaning of Option
C is assertive and this does not agree with the specific implication
of the first part of the sentence. However, English, 1ike most
languages is full of redundancies and many ESL students would be in-
clined to think that the combination of Option C with the rest of the
sentence is another instance of such redundancies. They would not
detect the conflict between: "was being lynched" and "but" which is in
the first part of the sentence. Option C will, for these reasons, be
a wrong choice. It is therefore a reasonable distractor.

Option D: This verb unit represents a non-assertive declaration
which has a past time focus indicated by "would" and "been," Option
D, like the other options, is in the passive form and the fact that
“would" is sometimes used without any implication of a past notion
could easily discourage ESL learners from selecting Option C as the
most appropriate choice. Many ESL students would not be able to
differentiate the use of "would" in Option D from, for instance,
the use of "would" for politeness as in: I would not mind your waking
me up.

[41] When asked what her brother does, Ann answered, "He

.......... in the dockyard."

A. 1is working C. works

B. working D. be working

Option A: In most Nigerian languages the option "is working"
would be the most appropriate answer to the above question. This is

because the information usually framed in the present simple in English
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because of its habitual nature is not so treated in most

Nigerian languages. Thus, an ESL Nigerian student whose father is a
book salesman would most 1ikely say of his father: "He is selling
books." Such a syntactic form would only be appropriate if there were
an additional adverbial specifying that the information carried by the
complex verb phrase represents a state of activity or being that has
begun but has not been terminated. A typical example of such would

be the following sentence: "The players are moving across the court
right now." A situation like the one represented in the above sen-
tence is often transmitted by an action verb. Option A does not meet
all the above criteria, it would therefore be a wrong choice. How-
ever, it still remains a strong distractor.

Options B and D: These are forms that are used interchangeably
in pidgin English and have come to be heard by ESL Nigerian subjects
as legitimatized selections in a socio-linguistic environment where
pidgin exerts a strong influence on people's language forms. In
addition, many Nigerians with access to the T.V. would have heard
these syntactic forms 1ike: He working in the dockyard or he be
working in the dockyard, uttered by Black American actors who in
their roles show, among other things, the variety of Black vernacular
English (or BEV). Such "imported linguistic influences" would add to
the number of ESL Nigerian subjects who would jump at any of the two
options B or D as the right one. These options are therefore strong

distractors but should not be powerful enough to confuse ESL students

with a firm grasp of English.
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Option C: The forms of the other verbs in the original question
- "When asked what his father does" - suggest that Option C fits the
rest of the sentence naturally. It is the correct choice largely
because its choice is determined by the semantico-syntactic con-
straints of the stated part of the sentence. [The fact that Option A
as it looks is also grammatical, would induce some ESL students
to Took at Option C merely as another distractor.]

Despite the recognizable socio-linguistic problems the ESL
Nigerian students would face when given the above structures, it was
considered appropriate and valid to administer a test with such items
on these learners. First of all, the language component of these ESL
students' secondary school syllabus emphasizes only the forms of
usage that are standard English. Secondly, those with three or more
years of exposure to English at the post-primary level would
normally be expected to have broken away from the shackles of deviant
English heavily popularized by pidgin.

Paraphrase of content through alternations of syntactic forms

1ike NP, VP, Conjunctions and Conditionals. Examples:

[21] Joe: You don't mind doing this work for me, do you?
Anne: No, I don't.
Anne means that she,
A. will do the work on certain conditions
B. won't do it at all
S.

is prepared to do the work
will reluctantly do the work
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Options A, B and D would all be appreciably "distracting" be-
cause many ESL subjects would 1ikely take Anne's statement at its sur-
face level and would therefore interpret it as an absolute negative.Any
such analysis would be wrong because Anne's response cannot be properly
interpreted if it is isolated from the tag question that had been
uttered by Joe. A main source of problem here is the relationship
between the English tag and comparable constructions in most other
Nigerian languages. The forms of the latter bear some superficial
resemblance with the English tagsand these superficial similarities have
been sources of interference. As Chinebuah (1976) has succinctly
stated it,

It would appear that grammatical deviance is frequent in

instances where the realizations of a semantic category

in the Ly and L, bear some formal resemblance to each

other. bn the gther hand, errors deriving from the

characteristics of the L, do not, as a rule, occur in

instances where the rea1}zations of a semantic category

in surface structure are formally either identical or

very different in the L1 and L2.

[44] The principal promised the students to sit the exams.
This means that,

A. The principal will take the exams

B. The principal will set the exams.

C. The students will take the exams.

D. The principal will remain with the students during the exams.

Option A: This may not immediately strike the ESL student as
the right option mainly because of the superficial syntactic resem-
blance between this paraphrase and other sentences which follow the

formula below:

NPy + Vb + Obj,/ NP, + Vb + Obj,
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For such a structure we have a sentence 1ike the following:
The principal persuaded the students to eat the food.
Here, NPy + Vb + Objy = The principal persuaded the students
ObjIIHPE + Vb + Objg = the students to eat the food.
One main feature of the above structure is that object1 - the students
- also functions as NPE and is therefore the subject of the second
clause, "to eat the food."

The syntactic analysis of Question [44] is significantly dif-
ferent. This is because the verb "promised" behaves in a peculiar
syntactic manner. In [44]: The principal promised the students to
take the exams, the analysis is as follows:

NP, + Vb + Obj, [NP{] + Vb + Obj,

NP1 + Vb + ObjT = the principal promised the students

NPy + Vb + Obj, = [that] the principal would take the exams.

The crucial point here is that the subject of "promised" is also the
subject of "to take" (the exams). Thus, the structural analysis con-
firms that the principal would indeed take the exams. With most other
English verbs object1 plays a dual role: that of object of the first
clause and that of subject of the second. With the verb'promised’

it is NP1 that plays the dual role.

In addition to the syntactic peculiarity of the verb 'promised',
a socio-linguistic source of confusion is 1ikely to be created by
the appearance of the lexical item "exams" in Question [44]. The
idea of a principal taking an exam would likely create some puzzle

for the ESL students in Nigeria.
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[A driving test, perhaps, but he'svery unlikelyto be subjected to a
potentially embarrassing pen and paper ordeal!]

Option B: This is the kind of distractor that would trouble
those readers who did not pay adequate attention to the semantic con-
tent of the overall sentence. ESL students in Nigeria at the secon-
dary school level are expected to master the structural and phono-
logical properties of common words and sounds, respectively. They
would therefore be expected to be competent in seeing the difference
between "to sit" and "to set." This option was therefore seen as an
appropriate distractor.

Option C: For most of the reasons already stated above this might
be selected by several average performers as the correct answer. It
was however expected that those who had attained a high standard of
English syntactic structures would do well on Question [44],

Option D: This was considered a reasonable distractor since
some ESL subjects could easily hypothesize that "will sit the exams"
is a polysemous expression; consequently one of the interpretations

could be Option D:the principal will supervise during the exams.

Identifying Pronouns and Their Referents
These items were included principally to test the knowledge of
ESL Nigerian students on substitution at pronominal level. Examples:

[36] Akau wanted to borrow some books from the library but found

B. them D. their
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This test item was intended to examine two main points: 1) ESL
students' knowledge of the pronominal use. It was intended to assess
the popular contention that antecedents are usually more difficult to
identify when they form part of a discontinuous constituent than when
they appear in a normal structure; 2) the item was also aimed at
examining the ESL students' level of world knowledge. Often an
apparent ambiguity would cause no problem to readers because the
readers are able to employ their knowledge of the world to resolve
whatever ambiquity there might be.

Options A and B: These might be considered plausible options
because "they" and "them" would give constructions that are syntactic-
ally possible. Some ESL students might think that either of these
options might implicitly refer to the librarians who might have closed.
The students who jump to such conclusions would be wrong in selecting
any of these distractors. They were, however, good distractors.

Option D: This was not considered a strong distractor but it was
sti11 considered useful enough to identify those who were doing too
much of guess-work.

Option C: This is the correct option. It was felt that the
good perfaormers in syntactic structures would detect that "it" can-

not refer to "books" but can refer to "the library."

[40] The director's wife was seriously 111 so we visited.........
A. her C. she
B. them D. hers

Options B, C and D: These were all considered averagely good

distractors. B (them) agrees with most Nigerian languages which






