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Temporal anchoring of texts in Turkish .
of first and second generation Turkish immigrants in France

Mehmet Ali Akinct
Laboratoire Dynamiques Sociolangagiéres (UMR 6065 CNRS) France

1. Introduction

Developmental progression in narration from picture-description to thematic
organization is accomplished through different ways. One way of organizing a
narrative is to maintain an anchor tense (or favored tense) throughout the text. Lots
of studies concerning the use of tense in narratives (Aksu-Ko¢ 1994, Bamberg
1987, Hickmann & Roland (1992), Sebastian & Slobin (1994), Stephany 1994)
show that the present is used as the anchor tense in many languages, with
differences between young subjects and adults: children prefer the past as the
anchor tense and adults the present. Our earlier research (Akinct 1998, 1999),
Akinct & Kern (1998) concerning the study of Turkish and French spoken by
bilingual Turkish-French children aged 5 to 10, born of immigrant parents in
France, has shown a lack of clear and consistent "anchor tense". This means that
these children have not yet established a unified narrative thread, where
grammatical tense serves to establish text cohesion and coherence, providing a
temporal anchoring which is consistently distinct from time of speech. However,
these results only focused on bilingual children living in France and again on one
task only. Therefore, it is interesting to show what the tendencies are for the second
generation adolescents and the immigrant Turks in France on the one hand, and
the differences between two tasks, on the other hand.

The aim of this paper is to outline the developmental profile of temporal
anchoring of texts of first and second generation Turkish immigrants in France.
There are two different tasks consisting of two different texts: narratives (Frog,
where are you? Mayer 1969) and free language productions (talking about daily
experiences). According to Stephany (1994:2) the Frog story "is especially well
suited to studying the development of tense and aspect” and the pictures help the
narrators to construct a complex narration. But what about free production?

Throughout the analysis, we will compare the temporal anchoring in the texts
produced by Turkish immigrants in France with that of two control groups from
Turkey. The purpose of the study is to answer the following questions:

1. What's the anchoring tense used by first and second generation Turkish
immigrants in France in two types of text?
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2. What are the differences between the immigrants and the monolingual
Turkish speakers, and between the first and second generations immigrants?
Does the second generation exhibit influence of their dominant language,
i.e. French?

We adopt a functional-conceptual approach (Berman & Slobin (1994)). Our
analysis focuses on form and function relations in a comparative perspective.
Taking into account our earlier research on the development of temporality by
bilingual children in France and various studies on the development of narrative
ability in Turkish (Aksu-Kog 1994, Aarssen 1996) as well as specifics of both texts
(narrative and expositive), we can make the following hypotheses for anchoring
tense:

- all texts will contain a consistently favored tense or anchor tense;

- for the frog stories, the anchor tense will be the present, while for free texts, it will
be the di-past, because this tense serves for reporting on direct experiences in the
past.

I1. Method
2.1. Subjects

The subjects for this study were selected from the Turkish immigrant communities
in Lyon and Grenoble (in the region Rhéne-Alpes). In order to track
intergenerational differences and the effect of education, the subjects were selected
from different age groups. In order to control for the factor “gender”, we tried to
include equal numbers of males and females. Table (1) presents the number of
subjects, their mean ages and age ranges.

Table 1: Age, number. mean age, range of the subjects

Populatior] Turkish immigrants in France Monolingual

Generatiof| Second First Low High
Education ; Education

Group Secondary school High school|  Adult Adult Adult

Group A3 | Group B { Group Ct Group C2

Group Al | Group A2
Number 11 11 12 20 15 14
Mean age 12;01 14,06 17,05 45,05 34;02 30:04

| Range 11;05-13;02 {13;05-15,08 1 16;02-18;08134;00-55;00] 19;01-46;07] 17,01-51,08
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The second generation subjects are sons and daughters of the first generation
immigrants in France. Secondary school subjects were all born in France. Group
Al subjects are in 1* and 2" grade and those in A2 are in 3 and 4™ grade of the
French secondary school system.] Concerning high school subjects, only 3 of them
were born in Turkey, but they came to France before the age of 2.

As for group B, all the subjects are adult speakers of Turkish and were chosen
from among the first generation Turkish migrants. They were all born in Turkey.
The majority of the men arrived in France before 1975 and most of women before
1984. All males are factory or unskilled laborers. All of the women are housewives,
but when the recordings were made, many of the women were learning French in
social contexts, and some of them were participating in Turkish courses directed by
a Turkish teacher. As for schooling, none of the men studied beyond primary
school, and of the women, one was illiterate; the others had completed primary
school.

First generation Turks were matched with people from similar social and
cultural background in Turkey. Therefore, the monolingual control groups were
chosen from a little town in Civril (Denizli district) on the basis of education.
Group CI includes low-educated monolingual working class adults (all females are
housewives, all of them have completed primary school and of the males, four have
dropped out of high school to work). Group C2 includes better educated subjects
from middle-class or white collar suburbs (10 of them are teachers at ilkogretim
(elementary school) and four females are university students).

2.1. Material and procedure

Narrative texts were elicited using the picture book without words, Frog, where are
you? (Mayer 1969). In order to obtain the free language productions, we asked the
subject to tell us an event they remember very well or they will never forget. If they
said they don't remember any event, we oriented them. Therefore, we asked the
groups of secondary school students to tell us about a fight they had at school or
about a trip they had made with their parents or classmates. It was not necessary to
ask any questions beyond the first to the high school students or the monolingual
control groups, but we did ask the first generation migrant adults to tell about how
they first came to France.

The recordings were made during the summer and autumn of 1999 for all the
subjects. All subjects received identical instructions, following Berman & Slobin
(1994:22), especially for the frog stories. A uniform format was applied across the
sample in order to transcribe the texts.
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II1. Resuits
3.1. Text lengths

Before presenting the results concerning the temporal anchoring of texts, the length
of the texts produced will be discussed. Table (2) gives the length with total number
of clauses, mean number of clauses per subject for each group and the range for
number of clauses.

Table 2: Clause lengths of the subjects for both texts
(FS: frog stories; FT: free texts; E-: low education; E+: high education)

Population Turkish Immigrants in France Monolingual Turks
Generation Second First E- E+
Group Al A2 A3 B Cl 2
N=11 N=11 N=12 N=20 N=15 N=14
Text FS | FT | FS | FT | FS | FT | FS } FT | FS JFI' | FS | FT
Total 517 ) 243 | 502 | 532 | 640 | 594 | 1834 [1225{1264 777 | 962 | 801
clauses
Mean 41 | 22 | 46 | 48 | 53 | 501 92 | 72 | 84 |32 69 | 57
clause/sub.
Range 25- 1 15- {1 22- | 12- | 28- | 13- | 56- | 27- | 38 |18- | 41- | 21-
clauses 128 | 32 66 {220 | 86 | 83 | 129 | 177|134 {108 | 100 | 162

Differences in text length were observed between first generation migrants and all
the other groups, except C| for frog stories. First generation immigrant adults and
the low-educated control group subjects produced statistically significant longer
texts in both tasks.” Results for the two groups with long texts (B and C1) are due
to the fact that in the frog stories, they gave more details about the environment of
the protagonists, providing a description rather than telling a story. Concerning the
free texts, only the first group (i.e. Al) produced statistically significant shorter
texts than the adults (B, Cl, C2). Although length of the free texts seems to be
high for the first generation migrants, the differences are not significant when
compared to the A2 and A3 second generation groups or to the two control groups.
The high mean number of clauses per subject is due to the texts of a few subjects,
who had so much to say about their first experience with France, that they wanted
to tell it all. We suppose they tell these stories often.

For the second generation frog stories, we observed differences between texts of
boys and girls, though the difference is only significant for group A2 (F(1,9) =
10.05, p <.01); where boys have longer narratives than girls. Taking both texts and
all groups into account, the differences are not significant.
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3.2. Temporal anchoring of texts

According to Aksu-Kog (1994:333), "one of the criteria for well-formedness of a
narrative is the choice of a consistently favored tense". In the present context this
was defined as the tense of at least 75% of the clauses in a given text. Earlier
research on narratives has shown that the number of narratives in which there is
not a consistently favored tense (referred to as exhibiting ‘mixed tenses’) decreases
as children grow older. Concerning the monolinguals of high SES in Istanbul,
Aksu-Ko¢ (1994:334) has demonstrated that by the age of 9, all speakers
manipulate tense/aspect in accordance with the demands of a thematically
organized and cohesive narrative. In her study, the majority of the 9 year-olds and
adults prefer the present as anchor tense, though some of them used di-past or mis-
past (three 9 year-olds and four adults), which can also be used as the dominant or
anchor tense. However none of them used mixed tenses.

In a recent research (Akinci 1998, 1999) we showed that the Turkish-French
bilingual children similarly begin their Turkish narratives with mixed tenses. All of
the 5- year-old subjects make use of mixed tenses in their Turkish narratives. There
are no instances at all of narratives with the past tense as the anchor tense for the
age groups 5 to 8. The results are essentially the same for them: mixed tense is the
anchoring tense in their narratives. However, children begin to use present tense
more, and one subject in each of the age group 9 and 10 used the past tense as
dominant tense.

Table 3 shows the anchoring tenses in Turkish frog stories and free texts in the
present study:

Table 3: Proportion of anchoring tenses in Turkish of first and second generation Turks in
France and monolingual Turks, per group and text

Population Turkish Immigrants in France Monolingual Turks
Generation Second First E- E+
Group Al A2 A3 B Ci C2
N=I1 N=11 N=12 N=20 N=15 N=14
Text FS | FI | FS | FT | FS | FT | FS | FT | FS | FT | FS | FT
Present 63.5] 9 {545 66.5 45 73.5 64.5
Di-Past 9 1455 63.5] 8.5 | 66.5 53 40 114.5] 50
Mis-Past 9 8.5 6.5 6.5

Mixed 27.51455]136.5(365(16.5]3

(V8]
W

55 |1 47 120 [60 [14.5] 50

Table 3 shows that second generation adolescents make use of the present tense
in their frog story narratives. The results are essentially the same across the
subgroups, though the mixed tense is important for the secondary school groups,
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with respectively 27.5% and 36.5%. One subject in each Al and A2 group and two
in group A3 used the past tense as the dominant tense. The majority of the
adolescents, however prefer to anchor their narratives in the present. This is not the
case for the first generation adults, insofar as only 45% of them use the present as
anchor tense, and 55% the mixed tense. According to table (3), the distribution of
anchoring tense in the first generation migrant adults does not follow the same
trajectory as observed by Aksu-Kog (1994). The results of the control groups are
more closely related to those of high SES monolingual Turks of Istanbul analyzed
by Aksu-Kog. However, the mixed system persists in both control groups. One
subject in each group used the mis-past as anchor tense, and only one in group C2
used the di-past tense.

It could be argued that a preference for the progressive present is a function of
the task, which involves looking at the pictures while telling the story. Erguvanli-
Taylan (1987), studied this question. Adults were asked to retell a segment of a
Turkish movie immediately after viewing it. In this task, 70% of the subjects used
present -iyor as the anchor tense, 10% used the habitual present and only 20% di-
past tense. Note that in the task of the frog story the narrators see the pictures
during the narrations, not before them, as in the film retelling.

As Berman & Slobin (1994) argued the choice of a consistently favored tense
was taken as criterion for a well-formed narrative. In Turkish, the subjects can
select to anchor their texts in either present or past tense. However, the picture-
based nature of the frog story makes a present tense perspective fully appropriate,
"since the events depicted in the book can be viewed as ongoing and narrators can
choose to treat the pictures as depicting a currently unfolding sequence of events"
(Berman 1994:174). The majority of our subjects, except the first generation
migrant adults, provide a consistent temporal thread to the frog story texts by
anchoring them in the present tense. We observed that for the adult migrants who
anchored their narratives in mixed tenses, alternation between present and mis-past
is frequent and serves a sequencing function, as the first example shows:

(1) Bm-48;1 ld4 3b 022  kopek kavanozun iginde kafasini sokmus
/dog/jar-GEN/in/head-POSS-ACC/put-M.past-3sg/
‘the dog put his head in the jar’

023 herhangi bir sey ariyor
/something/one/thing/search-PROG-3sg/

‘it is searching for something’

024  gocuk ise yaninda [sol elini kaldir=] sag elini kaldirms
/child/be-HYP-3sg/left/hand/lifi= right/hand-POSS-ACC/
lift-M.past-3sg/

‘as for the boy [he lifted his left hand] he lified up his
right hand’

025  baganyor
/ery-PROG-3sg/

‘he cries’
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This subject systematically uses the mig-past to express inferred information and
the present to mark the ongoing events. Clauses 22 and 23 can be read as
coordination where the -mis of the first clause functions as the perfect describing a
result state and is under the scope of the present tense of the main clause 23. This
applies also for clauses 24 and 25. The percentages of mixed tenses in the stories of
the two control groups (i.e. 20% for C1 and 14.5% for C2) compared to high SES
monolingual Turks (Aksu-Kog 1994) demonstrate the differences between literacy-
related activities. The fact that more adolescents have an anchor tense compared to
their parents can be explained by a pragmatic transfer from their dominant
language (French) to Turkish. What the adolescents appear to be transferring from
French is something not related to the language per se, but a task attitude acquired
in school, a literacy related ability to construct a narrative around a picture book.
Therefore, their results are close to those of the monolingual control groups.

Because of the specifics of the task, we predicted for free texts that the anchor
tense will be di-past. As Table (3) shows, this turned out to be the case for only two
groups: A2 and A3. For all of the groups, di-past and mixed tense proportions are
approximately the same, except for low-educated reference group, for whom the
mixed tense dominates. Only one 13 year-old subject chose the present tense to tell
about his daily experiences. His text was very short (only 16 clauses) and contained
many nominal predications and existential forms, which explain his score.

The majority of the subjects who preferred the mixed tense format for talking
about their most memorable event shift between the two past tenses, and in a few
cases also use the present. This allowed them to move between narrative and other
time for digressions, asides, retrospection or inferential event, as example (2)
illustrates:

(2) Bm-43;11-a 128 iste {iig] saat iigte gelcek diyola

/here/three/hour/three-LOC/come-FUT-3sg/say-PROG-3pl/
‘here three at three a clock they say it will come’

129  bilmem ne diyola
/know-HAB-1sg/what/ say-PROG-3pl/
*I don't know what they say’

130  biz o arada bekliyoz
/we/that/moment/wait-PROG-1pl/
‘we at that moment are waiting for’

131  saat {ig oldu
/hour/tree/be-D.past-3sg/
‘it became to be 3 a clock’

132 tren geldi
/train/come-D.past-3sg/
*the train came’

133 Grenoble've bindik
/Grenoble-DIR/get-D.past-1pl/
‘we got on (the train) to Grenoble’
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1V. Conclusions

The differences this study has shown to exist between the two texts and the various
groups of subjects suggest that when we examine one particular domain with only
one task in one particular set of subject group, the conclusions are necessarily
limited in scope and can not be valid for another task, group or age group. In our
earlier research on the development of tense and aspect of bilingual children in
France, in which we used only frog stories, we have come to the conclusion that the
"absence of the use of past tenses in Turkish stems from a lack of exposure to those
tenses in narrative texts" (Akinci 1999). But this study demonstrates that after the
age of 14, the bilingual second generation subjects use tense just as monolingual-
high educated adults do.

The lack of a clear and consistent anchor tense shows that the Turkish
immigrants do not have a unified narrative thread. We can argue that social class
attitude toward literacy-based activities play a very important role for the migrant
adults. But how can we explain the existence of mixed tense narratives for the
high-educated control group? Concerning the free texts, reliance on di-past tense
can be a criterion to evaluate the texts as wellformed, inasmuch as di-past serves
for reporting on direct experiences in the past. Indeed, the results confirm this
hypothesis. However, the percentage of mixed tenses is very high, compared to frog
stories.

Another significant point is the fact that, until the end of secondary school,
second generation adolescents’ Turkish is close to the language of their parents,
which in turn, is similar to that of low-educated monolingual Turkish aduits.
Therefore, education is a very important factor in the development of the use of
tense in the language of the second generation Turkish adolescents. Especially
scores of the high-educated second generation adolescents are similar to those of
high-educated monolingual Turks. Obviously, before any conclusion concerning
the migrant's narrative thread, the findings of this paper must be completed by the
study of the function of the tenses, the distribution of tenses in different parts of the
narrative.

Notes
"This research was supported by FYSSEN FOUNDATION (Paris). [ wish to thank the
foundation for providing me with a post-doctorate research year at Tilburg University -
Babylon Center (The Netherlands).
I also wish to thank Professor Hitay Yiikseker (University of York. Toronto, Canada) and
my colleague Ad Backus (Tilburg University, The Netherlands) for their assistance with my
English.

In French school system students begin their secondary studies in 6™ grade at ‘College
d’Enseignement Secondaire’ till 3™ grade, then they continue at ‘Lycée’ in 2™ to finish their
studies at Terminal, last year before university.
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’ The statistical tests used here are ANOVA: frog stories ( F(5.77) = 11.44, p <.0001; free
texts (F(5,74) = 2.79. p <.02.

} Groups A1/B (F(] 26) = 20.50, p < .0001; Groups A1/CI (F(1.24) = 8.76. p <.006; Groups
Al/C2 (F(1,23) = 10.43, p <.003;
4

Each subject was assigned a code. The first letter (with or without a number) indicates the
group: Al. A2, A3. B, CI and C2 (see table 1). Following the group code, the miniscule
letter (m/f) indicate the sex of the subject. Than the numbers are giving the subject's age in
year;month. The final letter code the subjects individually.
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