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hypothesis had ever occurred to me at the time I gathered the data, I did
not gather age data. However, by a combination of guessing and prior
acquaintanceship, I have tried to divide the two larger groups of subjects,
native linguists (9) and native normals (13) into those under 35, and those
over 35. There are three native linguists who I believe to be under 35
(namely SG, MD, and DK), and their average index is 35. The index of the
six remaining native linguists is 36.8. Among native normals, the average
index of the 6 (namely RD, CH, MY, JL, KP, and DS) who I believe to be
under 35 is 34; that of the remaining 8 is 32.9. Disappointing, but it may
be worthwhile to make a more detailed investigation in the future of a
systematic correlation of age and grading.

3.2.4. Categorylessness

The last observation that I wish to make about the difference between
linguists and normals is that the former seem to make fuller use of the four
grades than the latter do. It would appear, if some informant returns a
questionnaire which only uses grades 1, 2, and 4, that (s)he is fusing 2
categories (2 and 3? or 3 and 47?) to span the entire gamut of grammatical-
ity. However, this may in fact be wrong—the informant may protest I do
make use of a category 3, but there were no examples of it among the test
sentences.”

I think the only way to decide this armchair dispute is to devise a
sufficiently (whatever statistical sense can be made of this term) large test,
so that we are sure, to reasonable confidence levels, that sentences of all
grammatical types will appear on the test.

Pending the resolution of this possibly quite complex task of sampling,
we should more correctly speak of “apparent categorylessness,” but I will
leave off the adjective, and hope that no confusion will be caused by this
decision.

Before we look at the actual grading profiles, I want to suggest that we
might distinguish between “having n categories” and “having n
categories weakly.” That is, we would all agree, I think, that an informant
whose grading profile was 3/3/3/3 was fully using all four grades, and that
one whose profile was 3/3/0/6 was categoryless. But what of a profile like
3/3/1/5? That is, cases where a category is used just once. Can we call this
partial, or near, category loss? Of course, the same questions of data skew
arise as we have discussed for category loss, but I will even-handedly
disregard them in both instances.

The facts are these: There are somewhat more linguists who use a
category at least twice than there are normals who do. The figures appear
in (50).

(50) a.
b. Number of normals who do:

5 (33%)
3 (23%)

Number of linguists who make *'full use” of 1-4:

Types of Categorylessness by Group

(51)
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When we look at the issue of partial category loss (or use), the facts are
less clear. Possibly the table in (51) will help to display the data. When
subscripts follow a subjects’ initials, they indicate which grades are ab-
sent, or are present only once.

Surveying the subscripts, we see that it is predominantly the grade 4
that is omitted entirely (in Column C, 83% of the cases of one grade
missing were 4s), or used only partially (in Column B, 73% of tl}e "weak”
grades were 4, and in all cases in which more than one grade is weak or
missing, 4 is one of the two grades). 3 seems to be the next most frequently
un(der)used grade, then 2, then 1. This overall asymmetry between 1 and 4
I have no explanation for.

In (50), I compared the 5 linguists who use all grades fully with.the 3
normals who do, noting a small percentual difference, quite poss_lbly a
non-significant one. A much more revealing comparison, however, is that
between natives and foreign speakers:

(52) Number of subjects using all four grades at least twice:
Natives (22)

Linguists 1 (11%)

Normals 1 (8%)
Total 2 9%)
Foreigners (8)

Linguists 4 (66%)

Normals 2 (100%)
Total 6 (75%)

The obvious conclusion—that foreign speakers use the grades more
fully than do natives—is given further support by the observation that
among the foreign linguists, we see that the three German linguists (UQ,
MB, and EL) have no category loss, while 2 of the English-speaking
foreigners (PF and LF) do.

3.3. Summary

To sum up the most important points of the discussion in Sections 3.1
and 3.2, the sentences of a language seem to be viewed by speakers as
falling into three groups: a core, a bog, and a fringe..Turning to the
speakers, there are fairly clear differences between linguists and normals
(the latter view themselves as more conservative than the former, and the
latter reject more sentences, and with greater confidence, than the forn'.ler
do). There are also differences between native and foreign speakers, with
the latter tending to reject more sentences than the former do, and also
tending strongly to make fuller use of all four grades than the former do.
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4. DOWNSHOT AND UPSHOT

What conclusions can be.drawn from the investigations? First, let me
say what can’t be.

I have tried to say above, in many ways, that this research should be
looked at as only a pilot study, but perhaps this point cannot be overem-
phasized enough. If I had the experiment to do over again, I would try to
plug the following leaks:

1. Iwould get more speakers, enough in each group so that the variables
of linguist versus normal, and native versus foreign could be studied
satisfactorily. Also, I would gather data about the ages of the sub-
jects, to check out the possibility that grade inflation might be a
function of age.

2. Twould include some simpler sentences, which hopefully all speak-
ers could agree to judge as 1s—garden variety examples like The
carafe is on the giraffe or This furnace heats well—as well as some
more clearly hopeless strings, like Than is or Either as Zonk along, to
try to rule out the possibility that there is no adequate baseline.

3. I'would use sentences that differed minimally from one another in
structure, or sentences whose implicational relationships had been
established in previous studies, such as the hierarchically arranged
sentences in (4)-(6). The present study suffers greatly from the sen-
tences being such a motley gang.

4. Iwould replace the LIM/C task by another. I would instruct speakers
to (try to) give two grades to each example—their grade and that
grade that they believe most people would assign to it, if it was
higher or lower than their grade. This would automatically prevent
such confusions as the uninterpretable “1C"” or "4L” judgements
that I have pointed out above, and in addition, it would lay to rest a
nagging suspicion I have that many "“1L” or “4C” judgements (and
both types occur rather frequently) do not mean what I asked the
respondents to mean with them. For instance, 1L is supposed to
mean, “I give this sentence a top grade—it’s perfect for me, but
most people rate it lower.” But when I see such judgements on core
sentences, or “4C” judgements on the fringe, I fear that the respon-
dent is meaning "“This sentence is fine (alternately wretched) for me.
By the way, I'm in general pretty liberal (alternately conservative).”
I may be wrong here, butI cannot tell with the LIM/C way of posing
the question.

I hope that this last change in the form of the question would yield data
which would bear on one of the original questions that I asked myself at
the outset: Namely, do speakers know that their judgements are in agree-
ment with or in disagreement with those of most speakers? Do they know
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which way to the core? As things stand, I have not been able to find any
evidence that they do.

What conclusions can be drawn?

One of some interest is that probably no one in the world has the same
set of judgements for any large set of sentences. This can be seen in (53)
below, in which I have constructed a decision tree for the matrix in (8),
using only grades—confidence and liberality judgements have been
excluded.

(53)

3
1/\3 DK CJF HJ 2\

Al

MY I

LF JC

The notation used in this tree is the following: The topmost node
represents the grade given by a speaker for the most popular sentence in
(8), doctor. Most respondents gave the grade 1, so to ’find” them in the
tree, we follow the leftmost branch, labeled ’1.” The two speakers who
rated this sentence 2 are found by following the rightmost branch, labeled
72,” which descends from the topmost node.

The next node below the topmost one shows, similarly, how the speak-
ers rated the second most popular sentence, circumstances. Each speaker’s
gradings are followed to uniqueness. That is, there is only one speaker
(JK) who gave “best” two sentences the grade of 2, so the branch repre-
senting his decisions stops after two sentences. Similarly, only one
speaker (EL) voted 1 on doctor and 3 on circumstances, so here again the
branch stops after the top two sentences. However, both DS and RE gave
identical grades to the first three sentences, namely 1-2-2, so their
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branches are pursued until the fourth sentence, where they differ, thus
ending the need to continue to check their responses.

The longest shared branches are those which terminate in the following
three groupings: {MY, I}, {JR, KP}, and {PF, CE}. Each member of these
pairs of speakers voted the same as the other member of that pair for the
first 7 sentences, then differed. So seven sentences are enough here to
show all 30 subjects to be responding differently. Logically, of course,
three sentences would have been enough, since with four grades to choose
from, there are 4x4x4 = 64 different ways of voting on the first three
sentences.

It might be thought that the reason for all this variation is that speakers
were asked to respond to too fine a category grid—that had they been
asked to vote just “yes” or ’no,” things would have been neater.

Not much neater, I don’t think. The subjects were not asked, but maybe
we can estimate what their votings might have looked like by eliminating
the middle grades in favor of the extremes, that is, by lumping 2s and 1s
together as ““yesses” (i.e., 1s), and 3s and 4s as 'noes” (i.e., 4s). The results
of such lumping appear in (54).

(54)

Here we find some grouping of speakers—the bracketed foursome in the
middle of (54) are not distinct from one another in terms of our yes—no
simulation. But all of the other 28 subjects are distinct, and it is pretty clear
to me that as this foursome is asked a few more sentences in the (huge)
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mid area, between humdrum (My feet itch) and salad (Itch feet my), they
too will part company.

So where is English? If we restrict our attention to the native American
subjects, and exclude those among that group who spoke a clearly identi-
fiable regional dialect, we are left with a large group, a solid majority of the
native American group, who would all describe themselves as “’speaking
the same way.”” The differences uncovered by this questionnaire do not
rise to the conscious level, and rarely make trouble [although this can
happen, if no surrounding context can be leaned on to find out what (55)
means].

(55) When you're writing checks, remember that we barely have $500 in
our account.

Retesting the subjects would doubtless show that the judgements
recorded in (8) are as unreliable as those in the other studies that Carden
reported on (Carden, 1976). It is certainly possible that repeated retesting,
of this and other groups, would gradually lead to a set of clear, reliable
data for these sentences which showed much less intersubject variation.
That would certainly be nice.

But I confess that I am doubtful. The view of a language that seems most
plausible to me is that the sentences of alanguage are points in an n-space,
for some value of # certainly in the hundreds, probably in the thousands.
The axes of this space are made up of such implicationally ordered se-
quences as those exemplified in (4)-(6) above. An idiolect is a vector in
this n-space, giving at least the threshold values between grammaticality
and ungrammaticality for every axis. I say “at least” here, because it seems
more than likely that it will also be necessary to specify, for each axis and
for each speaker, how fast the sentences along it proceed from grammati-
cality to ungrammaticality, as the threshold value (area?) is approached
and left behind. And each speaker’s vector, or path, through the space
will, I expect, be as individual as his or her face—a linguistic fingerprint.

I should perhaps mention that the full picture will probably be orders of
magnitude more complex than the above suggests. For we have been
talking only about the grammaticality n-space—there may be other n-
spaces pertaining to judgements of formality, of clarity, of slanginess, of
floweriness, of sentences that one would use in speech but not in writing,
of sentences with the opposite preference, of sentences that one would not
use, but would accept. . . . And we do not know to what extent the
hierarchies that define these many spaces remain constant under change
of space. In the worst case, then, a speaker’s competence would have to be
represented by a set of vectors, one for each space. But could it be that the
centers of all spaces coincide? Could it be that the core of the grammatical
space is also the least formal, most clear, least slangy, least flowery, etc. of
all sets of sentences? An intriguing possibility.
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And if such attributes of judgements as confidence and liberality can be
shown to have value in studying the grammaticality space, it is plausible
to assume that this will also hold true for many of the other spaces.

It is to be hoped that improved methodologies will reveal that speakers
know where they are in each space, which way the center is. Further
studies may try to ascertain whether the correlation of grade inflation with
“contact” with a language (in all ill-defined sense) is true only of the
grammaticality space or is more generally valid.

The present study, a nudge at the lid on Pandora’s Box, can only serve to
provide a glimpse of how vast and little-understood a structure a human
language is.
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APPENDIX

Please rate the following sentences as to their grammaticality, using the following numeri-
cal prefixes:

1. The sentence sounds perfect. You would use it without hesitation.

2. The sentence is less than perfect—something in it just doesn’t feel comfortable.
Maybe lots of people could say it, but you never feel quite comfortable with it.

3. Worse than 2, but not completely impossible. Maybe somebody might use the
sentence, but certainly not you. The sentence is almost beyond hope.

4. The sentence is absolutely out. Impossible to understand, nobody would say it.
Un-English.
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Place one number in the dash provided at the end of each sentence.

In addition, try to indicate how confident you are of your judgement [Example: I think the
following sentence is OK (rates a 1) but I'm not sure: [ have scant reason to complain. 1 don’t
think it's ungrammatical—it’s just that I'm not sure of my judgement.] After each sentence,
please indicate your confidence by circling the appropriate word: Pretty surel Middling/ Pretty
unsure

Finally, one sometimes feels that one’s own feelings about a sentence are unrepresenta-
tive. Some sentences which I accept many people reject: [an example of this: We fear that these
points the teacher may not cover in depth], but the opposite happens also [for instance, in
Mildred depends on Sheila, and Sheila (on) Michael, most people I have asked can omit the on
before Michael: I can’t]. Thus in this last case, [ am conservative with respect to most speakers;
in the former case, I am liberal. In case you feel that your reaction to any of the sentences
below is either liberal or conservative, please indicate this by circling the appropriate word.
Otherwise, circle middle of the road.

1. Under no circumstances would I accept that offer.
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
2. Nobody who I get along with is here who I want to talk to.______
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
3. We don’t believe the claim that Jimson ever had any money.
Pretty sure/Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
4. The fact he wasn’t in the store shouldn’t be forgotten.______
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
5. What will the grandfather clock stand between the bed and?______
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
6. I urge that anything he touch be burned.
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
7. All the further we got was to Sudbury._____
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
8. That is a frequently talked about proposal.
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
9. Nobody is here who I get along with who I want to talk to.__
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure LiberallMiddle of the road/Conservative
10. The doctor is sure that there will be no problems.____
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
11. a. We | have barely [$500 in our account.______ Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure
barely have ———Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure
b. We have [ scarcely $500]| in our account __ Pretty sure/Middling/ Pretty unsure
scarcely have ——— Pretty sure/ Middling
$500 Pretty unsure
What do these sentences, if grammatical for you, mean? Check once—after (i), (ii), or
(iii)—and indicate

(i) We have a little more than $500 [say $501 or $502] _ Liberal/Middle of the
road/Conservative
(i) We have a little less than $500 [say $499 or $498]__ Liberal/Middle of the road/
Conservative
(iii} We have around $500 [say $500 give or take $5] ____ Liberal/Middle of the road/
Conservative

12. The idea he wasn’t in the store is preposterous.____
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative
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13. Such formulas should be writable down._____
Pretty sure/ Middling/ Pretty unsure Liberal/Middle of the road/Conservative

Finally, would you feel that you are in general, not only with respect to these
sentences, basically liberal, middle of the road, or conservative?
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