Is GAP Verb Use
Related to Fluency in
School-Age CWS?
Kathleen E. Larkin, MS, CFY-SLP
Amy L. Weiss, Ph.D., CCC-SLP
The University of Rhode Island
Department of Communicative
Disorders

Acknowledgements






To the subjects, children and parents who
participated in the original study (RO3
awarded by the NIDCD to the second
author, 1994);
Dr. Jay Singer, chair of the Department
of Communicative Disorders for financial
support to the first author.
This poster fulfilled a directed essay
capstone project completed by the first
author and supervised by the second
author.

Introduction
Verbs play an essential role in the
construction of sentences.
 By definition, a grammatical sentence
has to include both a subject and a
predicate.
 Most young children’s noun repertoires
are much larger than their verb
repertoires.


Why is that?


One explanation may be that:
 Verbs

are conceptually more difficult to understand
than nouns because they have relational meanings
(Gentner, 1982).
 Children need to understand both the agent (noun)
that is completing the action (verb), as well as the
object (noun) that is receiving the action in order to
completely understand the sentence.
 For example, in the sentence: Jeff threw the ball.




Jeff is the agent, the ball is the object and threw is the
verb.
The verb specifies the relationship between the
subject/agent and the object.

Acquisition of Verbs




In the beginning stages of language
development, typically-developing children
tend to acquire verbs later than nouns.
Verb acquisition may be especially difficult
for children with language disorders such as
Specific Language Impairment (SLI).
 Children

with SLI often do not acquire a diverse
vocabulary of verbs and often rely on a small
set of verbs that have non-specific meanings.

General All Purpose
(GAP) Verbs
 Verbs

that have non-specific meanings are often
referred to as general all-purpose verbs or GAP
verbs. (Rice & Bode, 1993)
 Some examples of GAP verbs include:
 Do
 Put
 Get
 Come
 Go
 Make

Why may children with language
disorders rely on GAP verbs?






One explanation is the GAP verbs may serve as a
“coping mechanism” to compensate for a limited
capacity in the long-term memory to remember a
large number of specific verbs.
GAP verbs can be used in place of a diverse
number of verbs with specific meanings without
affecting the general meaning that the child is
trying to convey.
It is for this reason that many children with
language disorders are believed to demonstrate an
increased use of GAP verbs when compared to
typically developing children.

GAP Verb Use






During the first stages of language development,
all children rely on GAP verbs to simplify the
demands of information they need to understand
while they are becoming more familiar with other
aspects of language such as syntax, semantics, and
pragmatics.
Once they have become familiar with the other
aspects of language, most children favor
specificity over simplicity and begin to widen their
repertoire to include more specific verbs and rely
less on GAP verbs.
Children with language disorders are thought to
maintain this limited verb repertoire longer than
typically developing children (Rice & Bode, 1993).

What is the relationship
between use of GAP verbs and
children who stutter (CWS)?




It has been hypothesized that CWS may
rely on GAP verbs beyond the age expected
in terms of language development norms
because they can be used in place of
specific verbs that may be more difficult
for them to fluently produce.
GAP verbs are less complex in meaning as
well as phonological make up.

Simplicity vs. Specificity






CWS may continue to favor simplicity over
specificity past the point that children who
do not stutter (CWNS) do because they
have an additional motivational factor to
consider.
In addition to conveying information, CWS
are often concerned about conveying
information as fluently as possible.
Therefore, they will likely choose to
produce words that allow them to produce
fluent speech (i.e., those with less complex
phonological make-up.)

Therefore, we asked the
following questions:






Will school-age CWS demonstrate the same
differential use of GAP verbs that younger
preschool CWS do? That is, will they use
GAP verbs proportionately more than nonGAP verbs?
Is the use of GAP verbs by school-age
CWS significantly different from that of
school age CWNS?
Is the use of GAP verbs correlated with
utterances where there are no examples of
stuttering?

Participants
26, 10-minute parent-child language
samples collected in unstructured
contexts were analyzed for verb use.
 The majority of the samples were
conversations between the child and
his/her mother; however, the father
was the conversational partner for 4
of the CWS and 3 of the CWNS.


Subjects (continued)






The children in the study ranged in age from 6-12
years and were divided into 2 groups with 12 males
and 1 female in each group.
The groups were matched by age (+/- 6 months),
gender and socio-economic status.
Group 1 consisted of 13 CWS and Group 2
consisted of 13 CWNS.
All children participating presented with normal
hearing and none scored below the 3rd stanine on
the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT-3) or
lower than the “below average” range on the
Spoken Language Quotient of the Test of Language
Development (TOLD:P2)

Methods



Language samples from 18 of the subjects
were analyzed in the following ways:
 Type/Token

ratios – Gap verbs vs. non-GAP

verbs
 We determined whether or not the use of GAP
verbs worked to facilitate fluency (i.e., were
sentences with GAP verbs more likely to be
produced fluently?).
 Utterances containing GAP verbs that were
produced fluently were analyzed to determine
whether the entire utterance was produced
fluently, as another part of the utterance, not
the GAP verb, may have been stuttered.

Results



Percent of GAP verbs used
CWS:
 Mean:

33.85%
 Range: 28% - 43%
 Standard deviation: 4.82



CWNS:

 Mean:

39.62%
 Range: 23% - 88%
 Standard deviation: 6.5

(total GAP/total verbs)

Most Common GAP Verbs Used
(in order of frequency)
CWS















Have
Know
Like
Do
Did
Get
Go
Think
Want
Come
Got
Play
See
Went

CWNS













Know
Get
Go
Have
Do
Like
Think
Did
Got
Play
Say
Want

10 Most Frequently-Used GAP
Verbs
CWNS

CWS

Have
Know

want
come

Get

play

Like

got

Do
Did
Go
think

Did the use of GAP verbs
“work?”




When looking at all of the sentences containing
GAP verbs, all but one CWS produced more
fluent sentences than stuttered sentences. In
those sentences that were stuttered, the GAP
verb was only stuttered 25% or less of the
time.
For the CWNS, all produced more fluent
sentences than stuttered; however, there were
much fewer stuttered sentences, as would be
expected. In these few stuttered instances,
the GAP verb was only stuttered twice.

Discussion






There was not a big difference in the
percentage of GAP verbs used between the
CWS (33.85%) and the CWNS (39.62%).
In fact, CWNS used slightly more GAP
verbs, on average.
This finding is similar to that reported by
Wagovich and Ratner (2007) for younger,
preschool-age CWS.
The specific GAP verbs that were used
were very similar in both subject groups
(CWS and CWNS), with 8 of the 10 most
frequently-occurring found in both sets.

Discussion




It was not clear that fluency was more likely
to have been attained by CWS when
producing sentences with GAP verbs?
The current methodology was not sensitive
enough to determine whether GAP verbs
were over-used by CWS with the intention
of facilitating fluency.
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