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Abstract. The paper deals with a comparative analysis of the Part-of-Speech Profile
between different languages and discourse genres in 6-year-old typically developing
Russian- vs. Lithuanian-speaking children. Results of the study inspire a discussion
on a possibility to evaluate both language competence and language performance of
the same subject on the basis of his/her distribution of parts of speech in the
discourse.
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1. Introduction

Among numerous studies in child language, the development of separate linguistic
patterns such as morphology and morphosyntax of some parts of speech as well as
morphological derivation and compounding has been well described both in Russian and
Lithuanian. In Russian, the essential longitudinal studies [1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7] have focused
on the acquisition of nouns, adjectives, pronouns, and verbs. In Lithuanian, longitudinal
studies have been devoted to the acquisition of nouns [8], verbs [9], and adjectives [10].
Some comparative studies [11, 12] should also be noted. Much less is still known about
relationships between different parts of speech (PoSs) along the developmental course
and their role in the acquisition of discourse skills. [13] discussed the effect of
grammatical, lexical, and pragmatic categories on the mean length of utterance (MLU)
rate. Authors proposed that during the 2"4-3™ years of life, function words play the central
role in the syntactic development. Verbs appeared to be especially important for the late
syntactic development [14, 15, 16], whereas nouns are important for the nominal
function development. The acquisition of PoSs means “...knowing how to use the word
in the language. The grammatical category of a word determines (1) the position it is
allowed to occupy in the clause /.../; (2) the range of syntactic functions it can occupy
/.../5; (3) the types of words with which it co-occurs /.../; (4) the types of morphemes it
requires or accepts /.../” [17: 434].
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As Slobin proposed, “...child acquires more than a system of grammatical forms
and semantic/communicative functions. In acquiring the grammar of a particular
language, the child comes to adopt a particular framework for schematizing experience”
[18: 7]. In different languages, categorical/syntactic function of word plays different
roles in entity assignment. On the other hand, to become a proficient native speaker, a
child has to learn language-specific rhetorical style which, in turn, influences lexical and
morphosyntactic features of discourse [19]. Speakers of two different languages will
organize the same reality in slightly different ways and, thus, they will employ the PoSs
in some different proportions.

The aim of our study was to compare PoS distribution in the discourse of Russian-
speaking children and their Lithuanian-speaking peers. The point of our interest was to
analyze quantitively the PoS distribution from both static (language
knowledge/competence) and dynamic (language behavior) perspectives in different
genres. It was hypothesized that lemma distribution to more extent reflects the language
competence of a subject, while word token distribution is more sensitive to language
behavior demands in the given discourse context.

Among various quantitative approaches to corpus data, the distributive PoS-analysis
should reveal some syntactic pattern information [20, 21, 22]. Following Lyashevskaya,
the “grammatical behavior” of language units in corpus data manifests in the item
distribution in a context. This is relevant to PoS Profile (PoSP), i.e. the distribution of
word types [23: 7].

2. Methodology

For this comparative quantitative study, we accessed two corpora of child language. The
Corpus of Lithuanian Children Language has been developed at Vytautas Magnus
University and comprises morphologically annotated longitudinal and semi-
experimental data (~106 hours) of the Lithuanian L1 development [24]. The Corpus of
Russian Children Language has been compiled at Saint-Petersburg State Pediatric
Medical University and comprises morphologically annotated semi-experimental data
(~65 hours) of Russian L1 development [25].

For this study, we selected 24 typically developing (TD) 6-year-olds and analyzed
their PoSs in different discourses (Table 1).

Table 1. The data

Subjects Russian TDs (n = 12) Lithuanian TDs (n = 12)
Morphologically annotated
transcripts:
Fictional narratives 2466 word tokens 2975 word tokens
Conversational dialogues 3074 word tokens 13279 word tokens

Namely, we selected (1) narratives told by the subjects according to the picture
sequence and (2) conversational dialogues. As for narratives, Lithuanian children told
stories according the Cat Story picture sequence developed by [26]; Russian children
told stories according the sequence slightly modified in the framework of the COST
Action 1S0804 (http://bi-sli.org). Conversational dialogues were elicited in a slightly
different way: Russian children were asked to answer 10 comprehensions about the story
they told. Lithuanian children were not controlled for story comprehension. Their
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conversational dialogues were based on brief semi-structured interviews about the daily
activities at the kindergarten.

Word tokens included only words and excluded punctuation marks, symbols, and
acronyms. Linguistic disfluencies, such as hesitations, incomplete/revised words, were
also excluded from the analysis (on linguistic disfluencies, see [27]). Morphological
multiwords (such as Lithuanian vos ne vos ‘hardly’, is tikryjy ‘in fact’ or Russian kak
budlto ‘as it were’ vse ravno ‘even so’) were analyzed as entire units (on morphological
multiword units, see [28]). All word tokens were lemmatized by means of the CLAN
[29]. During the analysis, all the children (a) word tokens and (b) lemmas were classified
into PoSs. The distribution of them was compared from the perspective of the language
(Lithuanian vs. Russian) and the genre (narrative vs. dialogue).

3. Results

3.1. PoSP in Different Genres in Russian-speaking Children

The between-genre comparison of word token distribution in Russian-speaking children
revealed multiple distinctions. The majority of PoSs (with the exception of adjectives,

participles and prepositions) significantly discriminated narratives from conversations
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Distribution of PoSs (word tokens) in Figure 2. Distribution of PoSs (lemmas) in
Russian-speaking discourse Russian-speaking discourse

Notes: *** means p < 0.001; ** means p <0.01; * means p <0.05



228 I Balciiiniené and A.N. Kornev / Quantitative Analysis of Language Competence vs. Performance

The directions of these distinctions were different: in conversations, significantly
less verbs, numerals, and conjunctions, but significantly more pronouns, particles,
interjections, and adverbs were produced. However, in lemma distribution, only three
PoSs (verbs, nouns and particles) discriminated the genres (Figure 2).

3.2. PoSP in Different Genres in Lithuanian-speaking Children

Lithuanian-speaking children demonstrated partially similar PoS distribution as their
Russian-speaking peers. In conversations, more adverb, pronoun, adjective, numeral, and,
especially, particle word tokens were produced, while in narratives, nouns, verbs, and
conjunctions were significantly more frequent (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Distribution of PoSs (word tokens) in
Lithuanian-speaking discourse

Figure 4. Distribution of PoSs (lemmas) in
Lithuanian-speaking discourse

In lemma distribution (Figure 4), only interjections were more frequent in
conversations, while verbs and conjunctions were more frequent in narratives.
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3.3. Between-group Analysis of the PoSP

Many between-group distinctions in word token distribution were revealed in both
genres.

In narratives, Lithuanian-speaking children produced more nouns, verbs, and
conjunctions, whereas Russian-speaking peers produced more pronouns, prepositions,
adjectives, numerals, and, especially, particles (Figure 5).

In conversations, the main patterns of PoS distribution were similar to narratives,
but nouns were more frequent in the Russian data, while adverbs and numerals were
more frequent in the Lithuanian one (Figure 6).

Between-group comparative analysis of the lemma distribution revealed only two
distinctions in narratives (Figure 7) where adverbs and particles were more frequent in
the Russian data; slightly more differences were revealed in conversations (Figure 8)
where verbs were more frequent in the Lithuanian data, while particles, adjectives and
interjections were more frequent in the Russian one.
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Figure 5. Distribution of PoSs (word tokens) in Figure 6. Distribution of PoSs (word tokens) in

narratives conversations
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Figure 7. Distribution of PoSs (lemmas) in Figure 8. Distribution of PoSs (lemmas) in
narratives conversations

4. Conclusions and Discussion

Results of the PoS distribution analysis in Russian- and Lithuanian-speaking TD children
in different discourses evidenced that PoSP was a rather sensitive measure that
discriminated both genres and languages. The genre had a strong influence on the
distribution of several PoS (especially, in word token items) in both languages. This
probably means that genre demands govern the PoS distribution in language behavior.
On the other hand, the PoS distribution in the sample of lemmas revealed much less
between-genre distinctions. In other words, within the variety of different lemmas used
in the data, only a few PoS discriminated narratives and conversations. It seems
reasonable to consider this measure relevant to language competence (the variety of
acquired lemmas). As for the between-group comparison, new data were obtained about
discourse language distinctions. Despite the very similar PoS distribution between
contemporary Russian [30] and Lithuanian [31], our study evidenced several between-
group distinctions (especially, in the tokens sample). In the narratives, Lithuanian-
speaking children produced significantly more nouns, verbs, conjunctions and adverbs,
while Russian-speaking children were significantly more productive in pronouns,
prepositions, adjectives, numerals, and particles. As for nouns, verbs, and conjunctions,
this difference was close to the distinctions between the Russian [32] and Lithuanian
national corpora [33]. Hence, despite a rather similar language competence, Russian and
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Lithuanian children tended to recruit some PoSs in slightly different ways in different
genres.

In addition to the between-group distinctions in language behavior, we found some
minor distinctions in language competence. In the narratives, Lithuanian-speaking
children used more verbs, while Russian-speaking children used more adverbs. In the
conversations, Lithuanian-speaking children used more verbs, conjunctions, and
numerals, whereas Russian-speaking peers used more particles and interjections.

In the lemma’s PoSP, only two PoSs (verb and particle) discriminated the languages.
To sum up, it should be concluded that genres of discourse govern the PoS distribution
in both languages and this manifests in language behavior measures much stronger than
in language competence measures.

In multiple publications related to child discourse development, many age-related
features have been described. However, a syntactic role of the lexicon in different genre
patterns still remains the least analyzed. In some quantitative studies, lexical diversity
(e.g. type/token ratio) has been discussed as a language competence measure. However,
the lexical (PoSs) richness and diversity (i.e. language competence) and word production
(i.e. language behavior) have almost never been disentangled in the same discourse. Our
results inspire an assumption that PoS variety in the mental lexicon of the narrator is not
the same as the PoSs variety he/she produces in discourse. Also, distinctions between
languages and the related pattern of using PoS in child discourse should be considered.
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