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Introduction

The term maze refers to the whole set of pauses and self-repairs found in oral

production. This paper investigates mazes produced by children with speci® c lan-

guage impairment (SLI ). These children’ s linguistic skills are very limited. They

often ® nd it di� cult to express their communicative plans, using a series of linguistic

structures which are limited and poor for their age and knowledge of the world.
According to Levelt (1989 ) and Fletcher (1990 ), mazes are the product of a

monitoring mechanism with three functions: (a) to control that a speaker’ s utterances

are related to his/her previous intention; (b) to control the context ambiguity of a

message; and (c) to control the establishment of phonemic and syntactic patterns.

When an error is detected, the monitoring mechanism immediately stops the process

of production and creates the instructions necessary to proceed with its adjustment.
This process aŒects all the levels of language; therefore, one can be faced with word

substitutions, clause reformulations and so on.

Postma, Kolk and Povel (1990 ) suggest a classi® cation of these processes on the

basis of three criteria:

(a) Speech errors. These are related to deviations of production planning.

Phoneme transposition is an example.

(b) Dis¯ uencies or breakdowns of speech planning such as pauses, repetitions

and sound lengthening.
(c) Self-repairs. They re¯ ect the speaker’ s knowledge of his/her language that

allows him/her to correct an error.

From this classi® cation, one can observe that mazes not only re¯ ect the diŒerent

levels of language, they also give a hint of the diŒerent processes that are involved

in language production.

Address correspondence to: M. Isabel Navarro-Ruiz, Fac. Psicologia i CieÁ ncies de l’EducacioÂ
`Blanquerna’, Universitat Ramon Llull, Barcelona, Spain.
e-mail: mariaisabelnr@blanquerna.url.es

Clinical Linguistics & Phonetics
ISSN 0269-9206 print/ISSN 1464-5076 online Ñ 2001 Taylor & Francis Ltd

http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals



M. I. Navarro-Ruiz and L . Rallo-Fabra64

Method

This research stems from the following hypotheses: (a) the mazes used by SLI
subjects and those used by a group of controls will have diŒerent qualitative features,

and (b) mazes are cues to linguistic competence and to the level of oral production

most aŒected in SLI children.

The subjects who participated in the research were four disphasic children and

four normal-speaking children, who served as controls, between 6;0± 8;10 years of

age. Each SLI child was paired to a control child of the same age.
The procedure for data collection followed three steps. The ® rst step was a

guided conversation between the researcher and the child. For the second step, the

researcher told the child a story based on pictures from a book; the child had to

explain the same story again having the pictures as reference. Finally, the child had

to explain a story of his own, which had to be related to a cartoon he had previously

seen. All the interviews were transcribed using the SALT (Miller and Chapman,
1982 ).

Mazes were grouped according to three categories, which in turn comprised

diŒerent subcategories. The following groups are the result of this classi® cation:

(a) Mazes related to ¯ uency: pauses; phoneme, syllable, word and clause

repetitions and hesitations.
(b) Mazes related to the channel of communication and turn of talk; namely,

® llers and discourse occupation markers. The speaker uses them to avoid

silence, either leaving open the channel of communication1 or keeping his/
her turn of discourse.2

(c) Mazes related to morphologic, phonologic, syntactic and semantic self-repair

and un® nished clauses.

Four judges validated these three categories. Agreement was over 90%.

Results

Generally speaking, both normally-speaking children (NS) and SLI children tend

to produce a greater number of mazes in narrative style, especially older children,

than in conversational style.

Mazes related to Xuency

Pauses are mainly found before the insertion of a new clause preceding a noun

phrase, as expected. There is an eŒect of context in the two groups of subjects. NS

children use more pauses in narrative style, whereas the number of pauses used by

SLI children increases in conversational style. Repetitions aŒect the word, especially
closed-class words produced by SLI children, followed in word frequency by NP

and PP repetitions. However, NS children do not show the same incidence of closed-

class word repetition as SLI children do. As expected, hesitations appeared mostly

in the utterances of SLI children. The occurrence is higher when children are asked

to explain a story they have previously been told.

1 This implies that any of the two speakers may take the turn of discourse.
2 The child does not allow the other speaker to take the turn of discourse.
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Mazes related to the channel of communication and turn of talk

Two SLI subjects use continuity markers mainly in conversation and the other two
subjects use them in narration. In the NS children’ s utterances, these appear especi-

ally in conversation. The occurrence rate of ocupation markers is higher in narrative

contexts for both groups of subjects. NS children use them more than SLI children.

Mazes related to self-repair

Communication breakdowns can be of two types: (a) `de® nitely’ abandoned utter-

ances, and (b) `momentarily’ abandoned clauses that are retaken. Un® nished words
occur more often than any other type of segments, but un® nished clauses form a

more interesting class. Two features are observed: in some cases, the speaker aban-

dons a clause with the aim of beginning a new one, as can be seen in the following

example:

eso es pa*> this is fo* >

pues mira mi prima mandoÂ un carta you see my cousin sent a letter
y buscoÂ un premio and looked for a prize
(y) y va y (:) cocoÂ ordenador (and) and goes and (:) won computer.

These utterances belong to a SLI child aged 7;2 and are taken from a conversational

context. He talks about a present he received from a cousin.

This type of `de® nitely’ abandoned utterance is mostly found in the speech of

SLI children, especially when they tell the bus story. The other type of un® nished

clauses belongs to the momentarily abandoned clauses group. Their aim is to provide
further information or disambiguate a context. Older control children use more

mazes of the second type (momentarily abandoned clauses), as compared with their

SLI peers. Younger SLI children produce more un® nished clauses of the ® rst type

(de® nitely abandoned ) than the control peers of the same age. The number of self-

repairs in the NS group is greater than the number of non-detected errors. It is also
worth noticing that self-repairs may aŒect all levels of language.

Discussion

Mazes appear most frequently in narrative style. This di� culty can be predicted by

the characteristics of the narrative context, not only at the planning level, but also

at the linguistic level.

Pauses and repetitions are the mazes with the highest percentage of occurrence
in the performances of all children under study. These mazes occur mainly in

narrative contexts, which can be explained by factors associated with planning and

memory. SLI children use them more often in narratives that contain previously

selected forms.

Normally-speaking children use occupation markers more often than SLI chil-

dren. This is logical, if one considers that the former have a greater command of
discourse and, therefore, use a greater number of strategies and discourse resources

such as utterances aimed at maintaining their turn of discourse and utterances with

a self-regulating function.

Momentarily abandoned clauses that are later resumed correspond to pragmatic

processes. The child considers that the referent is not clear enough for the interlocutor
and momentarily breaks the utterance to add further information. In order to carry
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out this process, the child takes the interlocutor’ s place and pictures what the

interlocutor already knows (Navarro Ruiz, 1997 ).

The number of self-repairs seems to increase in narrative contexts.They seem to
be related to di� culty of structural order (including discourse contexts) and to the

level of competence achieved for each linguistic level. Self-repairs would be related

to the metalinguistic function. Therefore, they would partly re¯ ect the knowledge

and level of language acquisition (Navarro Ruiz, 1997 ), so the NS children’ s choices

of self-repairs will not only depend on the needs of a particular situation, but also
on their abilities and level of competence. Self-repairs not only give information

about the child’s stage in language acquisition, they also tell one which linguistic

level is most aŒected. In some cases, the most aŒected level may overlap with other

less-aŒected linguistic levels.

SLI children, having a lower level of competence, make less use of self-repairs Ð

the number of non-detected errors is also greater for this group. Self-repairs represent
a cue to the degree of competence acquired by the child.

Un® nished clauses may partly respond to the selection of less complex structures

(Leonard, 1983 ), but one should treat separately those un® nished clauses that are

resumed and that may respond to pragmatic or referential criteria. Language-

impaired children sometimes do not know how to take the interlocutor’ s place and

make predictions about what the other person would do in a certain situation.
Un® nished words may be due not only to problems of lexical access and selection,

but also to processes of anticipating production planning. Finally, mazes have been

seen related to the command of discourse, which appear more frequently in the

speech of NS children. These give one information about the child’s mastering of

this level of language.

The ® rst adjustments of the linguistic system correspond to structures that are
in the process of acquisition. It is understood that in order to repair there must be

a knowledge about what is being repaired. This view would be in accordance with

the claims of Gleitman, Gleitman and Shipley (1972 ), in that older children are not

only able to detect the errors of an utterance, they are also capable of ® nding an

explanation for these errors.
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