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Thia restatement of the theoretical h e w o r k  underlying the reseafch 
program ofthe University ofMichigan Personality and Language Behavior 
Reeearch Group addresees two theoretiad iasuea that are at preaent wcu- 
larly relevant ta a theoxy of second language acqukition: the statue of 
constructa in the theory that havebeen txnnaportedor tranapoedfrornother 
fields, and the proceee (and criteria) of theory valida ‘on. Definmg and 
nnananing the value of ”borrowed” constructa is ofco a serioua concern 

satisfaction, bwever,  the even more imposing task remaine of testing the fit 
of thoee constructa within the larger context, in thie case, a general theory of 
second language acquisition. Using as an example the development of the 
language ego pnra&gm (Guiora 1972). we k t  aaaeaa the moorings of its 
theoretical constructa in psychology and lingumtice. We then examine the 
nature of the empirical evidence and argumentation that beare on ita 
validity. 

of any interdiaciplinary, applied acience. Once that has Ti n accomplished to 

It was in 1966 that we first drew attention to the desirability and 
possible fruitfulness of “collaborative research .between the discipline 
of clinical psychology and the language sciences,” an interaction that 
u p t o  that point had been almqst non-existent (Guiora et al. 1968:261). 
The initial impetus came fiop our frustration with the built-in 
limitations of clinical research,,lspecifically the inadequacy of attempts 
to study constructs such as empathy, intuition, and the like. It  was out 
of this context that “transpositional research” as a research strategy 
emerged (Guiora 1967), launching The University of Michigan Person- 
ality and Language Behavior Research Group* on a pursuit that 
continues to this very day. 

At  first, our involvement with language behavior was secondary 
to clinical interests. As i t  often happens however, research has i ts  own 
momentum, and before long, we were fully immersed in a systematic 
study of the inter-relationship between personality parameters and 

‘Past and present members of the Research Group have read, and commented on an 
earlier version of this paper. So have Robert Ochsner, John Schumann and Earl Stevick. 
To all of them we owe a debt of gratitude. 

2W. Acton, B. Arthur, B. Beit-Hallahrm. L. Bosworth. A. R. Brannon. J. C. Catford, 
R. Cooley, A. 2. Guiora, N. Kalter, H. Lane, M. Paluszny, A. Sap, T. Scovel, L. Taylor, J. 
Upshw, C. Yoder - to menuon only those whose names have appeared on publications at  
one time or another. 
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language behavior. It is only now, twelve years later, that we are 
completing the circle and are on our way back to clinical concerns. 

This interdisciplinary dort  has indeed been most fruitful. A 
cluster of concepts, themselves extensions of and extrapolation from 
certain psychoanalyth ego psychological theoretical constructs, was 
developed, namely: language ego, language ego b o u n h e s  and 
perheability language ego boundaries (Guiora 1972). The set of 
concepts which have served as both mediating concept and heuristic 
paradigm for much of our research has attracted considerable atten- 
tiorf jn the literature (6. Brown 1973, Romano 1973, Taylor 1974, 
S c h u h n n  1975, Upshur 1975, Stevick 1976, Brown, in press, Oller, in 
press) and in the media. 

Gratifying as this m a y  b n  one level-the occasional apparent 
misunderstandings of our work in some cases, would in themselves be 
enough to warrant clarification. Of course, the possibility that one’s 
theoretiad ~ o n ~ t r u ~ t s  may not be universally understood and correctly 
interpreted is an occupational hazard of any scientific endeavor. In 
applied, interdisciplinary, transpositional research such as ours i t  is 
even more problematic. 

There is, however, a more important reason for the following 
restatement of the basic theory we have been developing over the 
course of the last twelve years. The issue is not simply the place of 
language ego in the theory of second language acquisition. The 
problem we would like to address is a hndamental concern of the 
philosophy of science: the process of theory validation. 

On what grounds are we (as students of second language acquisi- 
tion, for instance) to decide whetheha theory has been supported by a 
given study? On what grounds do we assess the significance of 
anomalies to that theory? These are issues particularly relevant in a 
field such as ours that has experienced such rapid growth during the 
last several years. The rapidity with whch theories and para&gms 
have been coming and going in both linguistics and applied linguistics 
is, by any standard, mindbogling. 

we seem, in Kuhn’s (1970) terms, to be in a pre-paradigm period 
where there are several competing models of language learning, 
language teaching, and language itself. It is clear that many of our old 
paradigms have been &scarded, but their sumessors are at  this point 
not clearly in view. 

Our intent here is to “kill three birds” with on argument. After 
again carefully defining the three basic constructs of our theory, we 
will argue for the construct validity of that theory while at the same 
time discussing the important epistemological issues involved in such 
argwnentation. Using our work as an example, we will attempt to 
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demonstrate that the relationship between a construct and its  valida- 
tion is to a great extent a matter of cumulative evidence. 

Before prodeeding any W e r ,  it might be useful a t  this juncture 
to recall the origins of “transpositional research strategy”-the 
starting point of our efforts. 

A frequently encountered problem in clinical research involves 
the difficulties of operationalizing and measuring personality con- 
structs in general. Recognizing the inherent “limitati&u of 
reductionist and analogue research strategies that are usually offered 
to alleviate the situation described above, we abandoned attempts to 
achieve better operationalizations. Instead, we tried to .identify 
another realm of behavior where the phenomena first observed in the 
clinical situation could be assumed also to exist. This other realm of 
behavior, however, unlike the original clinical circuuhtance, would be 
such as to lend itself readily to the manipulation of variables and 
populations--to rigorous empirical research. We called this strategy 
transpositional research” (Guiora 1970). 

Language and Personality 

What then were the questions to which we sought answers? In 
simple terms, the question has been: how will language af€ect person- 
ality development -and how will personality development, in turn, ~ 

affect language behavior. We must caution the reader at this point 
that the problem so posited was not a simple rephrasing of the soe l led  
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. According to Carroll (Whorf 1956:26) “Whorf 
appeared to believe, indeed, that the content of thought influences the 
pmcess of thought, or that different contents produce differing species 
of processes, so that generalization about process becomes impossible 
without content’s being taken into account (italics ours). As it has been 
noted elsewhere (Guiora and Sagi 1978)”. . .this line of reasoning leads 
of course to what has become known as the principle of linguistic 
relativity, which states-again, in the words of Carroll-‘at least as a 
hypothesis, that the structure of a human being‘s language influences 
the manner in which he understands reality and behaves with respect 
to it” (Whorf 1956:23). Bold and imaginative as the proposition is, it 
runs the risk of being overstated and oversimplified. Clearly the 
interaction between language, culture, and personality development is 
much more complex and much more differentiated than a structural- 
relativistic theory would predict. Thls point deserves some elaboration. 
While the Whorfian proposition addresses only the question of the 
possible impact the structure of language has on behavior, QW efforts 
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aimed at the mczprocal relationship between language and personality 
development. 

Impact of language on personality 

On the “Whorfian” side of the issue our various gender-related 
studies sought to provide an empirical test of the relationship between 
native language and self-representation. The first study addressed the 
question of the relationship between grammatical gender and “gender 
loading” in the native language (a linguistic construct) on the one 
hand, and the development of gender idenitity (a psychological con- 
struct) on the other (Beit-Hallahrm et al. 1974). In that study the 
question raised was “how will differences in gender loading of words 
affect the perceptions of reality in different cultures? In particular, 
what is the impact-if any-f varying degree of linguistic gender 
loading on the development ofsender identity in the growing child. 
Empirically, the question was: will there be a correlation between the 
amount of linguistic emphasis on sex-determined gender and the 
average age of attaining gender identity in children, in a spedific 
l indistic environment.” We decided to compare, on an instrument 
developed fir this purpoeu?, toddlers in Isael (Hebrew has maximum 
gender loading) in the United States (English has minimum gender 
loading, and in Finland (Finnish has zero gender loading). comparison 
of the data from Israel and the United States shows quite impressively 
that Israeli children do indeed have a significant though temporary 
development edge over their American counterparts (Guiora et al. 
1975). In other words, we find that Hebrew speaking children are more 
successful on the Michigan Gender Identity Test (MIGIT) at an earlier 
age than are American children. Testing in Finland has just been 
completed, and should the data show that Finnish speaking children 
lag behind Hebrew speaking children, serious thought will have to be 
given to the proposition that the structure of native language has an 
influence on personality de~elopment.~ 

In a corollary inquiry we asked whether grammatical gender in 
one’s native language influences the way in which male or female 
characteristic8 are assigned to essentially asexual objects. In other 
words, would structural elements of the native language influence the 
assignment of meaning, or perhaps it would be the other way around, 
- ~~ 

3We have just now, after completion of this paper, received word from Finland that 
significant differences were found between the performance of k a e l i  and Finnish 
children. The differences were in the predicted direction, and they cluster around the 
same developmental transihon point as previously n o w .  The slgnificance of the 
findings is self-evident, and we shall report them in full in !the immdmte future. 
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and connotative meaning would be free of the particular constraints 
imposed by the structure of the native language (Guiora et al., in press, 
Guiora and Sagi 1978). A Semantic Differential Test was constructed, 
composed of one scale only: masculine-feminine. The importance of 
this semantic differential test was perhaps mainly in the way the 
stimulus words were chosen. There were thirty stimulus words, 
arranged in three pairs of sets, termed Neutral, Consonant, and 
Dissonant. Each set had the English equivalent of five masculine (in 
Hebrey) and five feminine (in Hebrew) nouns. Three sets of ten words 
in all. The Neutral set was composed of names of objects with 
presumably minimal or zero sexual connotation. The??onsomnt set 
was composed of words whose grammatical gender, again in Hebrew, 
seemed to be positively related to their assumed sexual connotation. 
Finally, the Dissonant set was composed of words whose grammatical 
gender, again in Hebrew, seemed to at variance with their assumed 
sexual connotation. 

The overall conclusion that emerged was that Israeli college 
students seemed not to be influenced by the grammatical gender, and 
ascribed sexual connotation to the test-words in a manner identical to 
American students. 

As an extension of this study we raised the question, this time 
from a developmental perspective, whether our findings were age- 
related. Adults appear not to be influenced by the constant exposure to 
gender markings and their assumed residual associative influence, but 
assign meaning to words as if they represented cu a1 universals. 
The question was how soon is acquired this capac F ty to “resolve” 
seemingly conflicting information in favor of meaning, as opposed to 
structure, Nadelman (1970) has shown that both boys and girls have 
“high knowledge” of sex-typing by five years of age. For this reason it  
was this age group that we decided to compare with adults. 

Twenty-three Israeli kindergarteners end sixteen Israeli college 
students were tested. The kindergartenevgroup was composed of42 
boys and 11 girls, while the adult group of 6 males and 10 females. 
Hebrew was the native language of all subjects. The result demon- 
strated that Israeli college students were not influenced by the 
prevalence of grammatical gender in Hebrew, but ascribed sexilal 
meaning to the test words, based on their assumed connotative values. 
Thus this replication seems to confirm the first study. Further, the 
findin@‘ offered clear evidence that five-year old Israeli chl&n will 
be guided by the assumed sexual Connotation of the words denoting 
them, and not by their grammatical gender. In thrs regard they behave 
like adults. Whatever the cognitive processes underlying the develop- 
ment of the capcity to resolve seemingly conflicting infohnation in 
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favor of the more salient feature, in thls case, meaning, they seem to be 
in place by the time the child reaches five years of age. 

Impact of personality on language 

It has been our basic assumption that language is a unique 
phenomenon in the sense that it is both intensely persons1 even 
idiosyncratic in its physical representation and at the same time 
species specific. As such, it serves as a bridge between the individual 
and the species, offering a rare opportunity to study one, and extrapo- 
late to the other. Moreover, language and speech are recordable, 
retrievable, manipulable, analyzable, in short researchable in ways 
that other kinds of behavioral data, let alone psychological constructs, 
are not. 

Language and speech incorporate in a unique blend intra- and 
interpersonal parameters, cognitive and affective aspects of informa- 
tion processing, allowing a view of the total person in a manifestation 
that lends itself to scientific inquiry. In other words, a great deal of 
information rides on language behqvior, perhaps analogous to the way 
blood is the carrier of vas t  amounts of information about bodily 
functions. 

Almost from the beginning, the language behavior that seemed to 
be most singular and baffling to us (outside of language acquisition 
itself) was the apparent ease with which young children are able to 
assimilate authentic pronunciation in a foreign language, in i ts  native 
en-ent, and the equally apparent inability of almost all people, 
past &&,magic barrier of 10-12 years of age, to assimilate authentic 
pronuncjation in a foreign language under almost any circumstances. 

We have suggested that the best approach for the study of &hew 
phenomena is a three pronged strategy. The “. . .study of the approxi- 
matioq of native-like pronunciation in a second language (should be 
pursu@) in three different dimensiolls: as developmental stages, as 
stable differences in adults, and as experimentally induced behaviors” 
(Guiora 1972). 

The Consbucts: Language Ego, Language Ego Boundaries and 
Premeability of Language Ego Boundaries 

The three basic constructs, first articulated by Guiora ( 1972), are 
summarized in Guiora et al. (1975). ‘The choice of authenticity of 
pronunciation as the realm of behavior for testing hypotheses about 
empathic capacity was based on the notion that both pronunciation 
ability and empathy are profoundly influenced by the same underlying 
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processes, namely permeability of ego boundaries. In order to sharpen 
the conceptual focus, a mediating construct, language ego, was intro- 
duced. Like the concept of body ego, language ego is a maturational 
concept and likewise refers to self-representation with physical out- 
lines and firm boundaries.” (Guiora 1972). 

The notion of boundaries is important. In the formative stages of 
development there is a state of flux: boundaries are more flexible, more 
easily permeated. Once ego development is concluded this flexibility is 
sharply restricted and there will be marked individual differences 
later in the range of flexibility or plasticity of ego boundaries. 

The implications of this for second language learning are clear. 
Pronunciation is viewed as the most important contribution of lang- 
uage ego to self-representation. The early flexibility of ego boundaries 
is reflected in the ease of assimilating native-like pronunciation by 
young children; the later reduced flexibility is relfected in the reduc- 
tion of this ability in adults. . .(empathy and pronunciation). . .both 
require a temporary relaxation of ego boundaries and thus a tempor- 
ary modification of self-representation” (Guiora et al. 1976). 

Even though empathy is unquestionably a high level construct 
and most difficult to measure, we mobed even beyond empa*y, in 
reaching for a “higher” construct in the permeability of language ego 
paradigm. What needs to be kept in mind is that we introduced a 
mediating concept, language ego, which serves as the psychological 
underpinning of a variety of language behaviors, one which we believe 
has the greatest inherent explanatory power.. The most common 
misreading of our basic theoretical framework has been the notion that 
permeable ego boundaries are somehow related to a “weak” ego and 
attenuated sense of self, and, conversely, that strong or clear ego 
boundaries are antithetical to empathy. Nothing could be further from 
the truth. 

To understand what aspects of personality are being referred to in 
the notion of permeability of language ego boundaries, one must first 
understand the idea of “ego” and the function of the “boundaries” 
discussed above. In essence, a healthy “ego”, if one may speak of such 
terms, is one that is clearly defined. The boundaries as to what the 
person is, and is not, are relatively unambiguous. The concept of 
“permeability of language ego boundaries” suggests the ability to 
move back and forth between languages and the “personalities” that 
seem to come with them. This is related to the common observation 
that one “feels like a different person” when speaking a second 
language and often indeed acts very differently as well. To have  
permeable ego boundaries entails having a well defined, s u r e ,  
integrated ego or knse of self in the first place. 
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Cumulative validation of the language ego paradigm 

In the development of any theory there are a number of necessary 
steps or phases that must take place before the theory and i t s  
constructs are accepted as validated. In this section we will discuss 
four of those phases as they relate to the evolution of the language ego 
paradigm: 1) initial establishment of the construct validity by empiri- 
cal means, 2; the consideration of anomalies and non-anomalies to the 
theory, 3) the reinforcement of the construct validity of the paradigm 
through related empirical studies (or replications), 4) the reinforce- 
ment of the paradigm through its use in explaining related 
phenomena. 

Our earliest attempts to study the relationship between empathy 
and the ability to pronounce a foreign language provide an excellent 
example of the value of replication and the status of anomalies in a 
theory. These studies used as a measure of the independent variable 
the so-called Micromentary Expression (MME) test. Because of i ts  
centrality in the phase of our work and the considerable controversy it 
has aroused in the literature, it  is perhaps useful to briefly review the 
test here. 

The technique was first described by Haggard and Isaacs (1966) 
and it involves showing a silent motion picture of a woman conversing. 
It was discovered that when shown at slower than normal speeds facial 
expressions of intense feelings, unobservable a t  higher speeds, are 
seen. The measure developed from this technique is based on the 
proposition that a subject’s ability to identify changes in facial expres- 
sion at various speeds taps his sensitivity to the affective states of 
another, or his empathic capacity. While empathy is, of course, correc$ 
perception and understanding of the affective or emotional state, the 
methodologuxl problems of naming emotions correctly would have 
added unnecessary complexities (Carney 1929, Osgood 1966). The 
measure proposed was by necessity, several steps removed from being 
a direct measure of the empathic process. 

The MME test of empathy as ultimately developed by us consisted 
of three 30 second sequences of film, selected for this project, of a 
woman in an interview. Only the head and shoulders of the woman 
&ere observable so that body cues were reduced to a minimum. The 
subjects saw the first two film segments rebated at the normal speed 
of 24 frames per second, at 16 frames per second, 12 frames per second 
and 4 fkames per second. These were considered practice or tnal runs. 
The third segment, the test, was shown twice at 24 frames per second 
to measure re-test reliability and at 12 and 4 frames per second. 

The subjects instructions to indicate each change in facial expres- 
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Son they saw by pressing the button of a signal box on the table before 
them. Their response was recorded on the timed output sheet of aq20 
channel Angus-Esterline chronograph, one channel of which marked 
each second while another indicated when the film sequence began and 
ended. This precise record allowed for tabulating only the number of 
responses made, but scoring the accuracy of those responses according 
to a n  independently established pattern of facial changes. This 
criterion of accuracy was determined by asking four psychology 
graduate students to sort the 728*pictures printed from the test film 
into piles, beginning a new pile when there was a change in facial 
expression. The four judges agreed, within three frames, on 52 
changes. The time of these changes was determined for tke various 
speeds. Superimposing this pattern of correct changes on the subject’s 
record, with a minor adjustment for reaction time, provided a way to 
Score correct responses” (Taylor et al. 1972). 

Initial results from two\studies using the MME had seemed to 
directly support our hypothesis. Encouraged, we then went on to 
design several other experiments using this instrument. Much to our 
dismay, with further use of the MME it became evident that the MME 
was, in fact, rather unreliable. We have  since actively discouraged i t  
use. The fact that the reliability of the MME has been called into 
question, essentially after the COM~I-UC~S has been to a great extent 
validated in other studies, is most interesting. How does the status of 
the MME reflect upon the theory in that case? First, one mqjor prob- 
lem with the MME is the cumbersome, unwieldy instrumentation re- 
quired. Even if the task of observing changes in facial expression and 
pushing a button to signal recognition of those changes taps into 
empathic abilities, the mechanics of it are very difficult to deal with. 
Second, the fact that the MME did hold up in intial experiments and 
that there is a good deal of intuitive appeal to the task itself should not 
be discounted. The apparent success of the early pronunciation studies 
led to the construction of the now well-known “alcohol study” (Guiora 
et al. 1972). The purpose of the study was to examine the effects of a 
small amount of alcohol on the ability of college students to pronounce 
words and phrases in a foreign and totally unknown language (Thai). 
We hypothesized that the effect would be an improvement in the 
ability to approximate authentic pronuncistion as compared to a 
control group who would not consume alcohol (but a placebo designed 
to simulate alcohol). Eighty-seven University of Michigan students 
served as subjects. All were over 21 years of age and were informed in 
advance only that the experiment would involve responses to alcoholic 
beverage. The results of this study are highly illuminating. ,The 
hypothesis that the experimentally induced lowering of inhibitions or 
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enhancing of the permeability of ego boundaries will lead to a 
corresponding enhancement of the pronunciation flexibility was 
conclusively confirmed. 

This finding is all the more interesting in light of the fact that 
overall mental fbnctioning, (cognitive, psychomotor, memory, i.e. 
integrated ego functioning) as measured by the Digit Symbol Test was 
adversely affected by the same condition. In other words, pronuncia- 
tion permeability is apparently critically influenced by a psychologxal 
variable that can be successfully isolated out of the total web of ego 
functioning (Guiora et al. 1972). 

In a recent study, Schumann et al. (1978) following Guiora’s 
suggestion (Guiora 1972), tested the hypothesis that “improvement in 
pronunciation ability will be greater for high hypnotizable than for low 
hypnotizable subjects.” They report that “when groups were defined in 
terms of their own ratings, deeply hypnotized subjects performed 
significantly better than less hypnotized subjects” and conclude that 
“the results are consistent with both Guiora’s line of reasoning about 
permeability of ego boundaries and Hilgard’s neodissociation theory.” 
The hypnosis study represents an impressive piece of cumulative 
validity to the paradgm. It represents a confirmation of the basic 
concept of permeability of language ego boundaries, with the im- 
portant addition that the main effect is not, chemically induced, but 
seems to be related to “hypnotizability.” 

The explanatory value of a paradigm, to some degree independent 
of its empirical validation, provides another important and crucial 
source of cumulative validation. Acton (1978, 1979) in attempting to 
explain why certain learners may be better a t  perceiving the connota- 
tions of words in the target culture notes that the “empathic” learner 
has an advantage in at least two ways. First, that type of learner is 
better at picking up the nuances of word use being able to “put himself 
inside another’s head.” Perhaps more importantly, if we assume that 
the connotation of words is best picked up in conversation, in face to 
face interaction, then the empathic person in part becausq’of his 
potential for more accurate pronunciation should find it easier to 
engage in meaningful, more sophisticated conversation. The learning 
of those connotative meanings is enhanced. In Acton 
study the paradigm provides a conversation and 
perception of lexical connotation. 

Studies in progress to further scrutinize the validity of 
the paradigm 

At this point in time there still remain some important questions 
relating to the validity of the paradigm. Several studes are currently 
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underway to answer those questions. Brown (1973) pointed out that 
the results of the alcohol study might be explained in part by the 
muscle relaxing effect of alcohol-not necessarily by the ‘relaxing of 
inhibitions. It is of course arguable if one could “relax” one without 
relaxing the other. However, in order to deal with that issue conclu- 
sively a replication of the alcohol study was undertaken, this time 
using Valium instead of alcohol. Valium acts quite differently on the 
nervous system than does alcohol yet the expectation is that it will 
yield the same main effect. i.e. improved performance on the pronunci- 
ation measure. 

One claim that we have made, if only implicitly, is that perform- 
ance on the Thai pronunciation test (STP) reflects the same “mental 
set” necessary to accurately pronounce a second language. That 
hypothesis has been recently put to the test (test results of this study 
will also be ready in the near future). Subjects in their first year of 
college French were given both the STP and a test of French pronunci- 
ation, the hypothesis being that the STP should predict ability to 
pronounce French. It was stated earlier that we have “completed the 
circle” and have returned to clinical concerns. In yet another ongoing 
study we have begun to use the paradigm (and the STP) in attempting 
to predict performance of psychoterapists in training. 

Our original motivation was to study empathy by “transposing” it 
into a n  area where it could be studied more effectively. If our current 
studies further validate the theory and the power of the STP to 
indicate certain “empathic” qualities, then the search for an instru- 
ment to measure the desirable qualities of psychotherapists will have  
been advanced. 

Finally, it  may be well to consider that for the language ego 
paradigm (and any theory for that matter) i ts  ultimate validity can 
only be seen in light of the total research program of whxh it is a part 
and i t s  usefulness in generating new hypotheses and explanations. 
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