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The relationship between understanding and speaking has
barely been touched on in language development theory and research. Chil-
dren’s early speech has clearly received the lion’s share of attention. In
contrast, what children understand of what they hear has been virtually
ignored, largely because of the difficulties involved in mcasuring comprehen-
sion, not because of a lack of interest. A major problem in evaluating
comprehension is that children’s responses are multidetermined--what the
child does depends on many things in addition to what he hears. In contrast,
child speech can be written down or otherwise recorded and, if nothing else,
simply reported or described. However, there has also been an unfortunate
tendency to take comprehension for granted, in the light of what little
anecdotal and experimental evidence has been reported. The result is that the
prevailing view of the developmental relationship between the two is, quite
simply, that comprehension necessarily precedes production at every step
along the way. However, as awareness about the processes involved in speech
development has increased, there has been a growing interest in comprehen-
sion development, and deeper questions than whether the one precedes the
other have begun to emerge. In particular, one would like to know more
about the factors that contribute -to understanding messages, how such
factors relate to producing messages, and the relation of both to linguistic and
cognitive development.

Understanding and speaking do not develop separately, with children
learning different “rules” for each. Inasmuch as communication depends
upon the extent to which the semantic intention of the speaker matches the
semantic interpretation of the listener, the knowledge that each has could not
be independent. An intuitively likely hypothesis about the developmental
relation between the two is that both speaking and understanding depend
upon the same underlying information (or competence), but each manifests a

!'The preparation of this paper was supported in- part by Research Grant HD
03828 from the National Institutes of Health. The opinions and ideas as
presented here have benefited from discussions and collaborations with Janellen
Huttonlocher, whose studies of comprehension have been particularly
enlightening.
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adults, context continues to be important. Recent research by Johnson
Bransford, and Solomon (in press) and Bransford and Johason (1972) has
demonstrated how the availability of context and prior knowledge can
influence comprehension and recall of linguistic messages by adults.

Bransford and Johnson pointed out that understanding a sentence is 3
joint function of input information and prior knowledge.” They presented
five groups of subjects with a prose passage read to them under the following
conditions: 1) no context (simply hearing the passage): 2) context before
(seeing an appropriate pictured context before hearing the passage); 3) con:
text after (secing the picture after hearing the passage); 4) partial context
(seeing a pictured context with the relevant items rearranged); and ) no
context, but two presentations of the passage. Subjects then rated the passage
on a 7-point scale of comprehension difficulty and then were asked to recall
(in writing) the passage as accurately as possible, or at least write down as
many ideas as they could. Subjects who received the pictured context befoie
heating t'e passage recalled twice as much or more than subjects in any of the
other conditions. Their mean comprehension rating was 6.1 (where 7 was the
highest rating), while other ratings ranged from 2.3 to 3.7. According to
Bransford and Johnson’s results, adults understand more from hearing a prose
passage when provided with an overt context. Moreover, their subjects re
ported that they attempted to mentally create situational context when they
only heard the prose passage.

It appears that the mental representation of linguistic features of meaning
continues to be influenced through adulthood by the interaction of informa
tional, contextual, and pragmatic constraints. The above schematic diagram:
are obviously very gross in their representation of the enormously complex
interactions that take place with speaking and understanding. The compo
nents themselves need to be described and explained, and such explanatior
should result in considerable refinement of the network of their interaction
However, they do make it possible to see some of the sources of variability ir
speaking and understanding performance that have been observed. The per
formance of a particular child will differ 1o the extent to which learning anc
maturation have influenced development in any of the component systems
the mechanism for linguistic processing, cognitive memory, and capacities for
mental representation of experience.

In summary, the only conclusion that seems appropriate to what has been
presented here is that there is not enough information at the present time to
explain the relationship between speaking and understanding in language
development. At best, the research that has been done is contradictory and
inconclusive. However, it is important to emphasize that the relationship is
probably never a static one but, rather, shifts and varies according to the
expcrience of the individual child and his developing linguistic and cognitive
capacitics.
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